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As a great man once said, 
the future is almost here 


Our masthead may promise the future of interactive entertainment, but 
we've spent much of the production of this issue in a more reflective mood 
than usual. That is partly thanks to the annual Edge awards, which once 
again saw the team decamp to a meeting room for one of our traditional 
Big Arguments as we whittled down our list of the year’s best games to a 
top ten. As ever, we're keen to hear your thoughts on our final selection; 
do get in touch at the usual address. 

Yet this issue is not solely defined by the past. Indeed, that masthead 
pledge hasn't been so well served in years. As we send to press, Microsoft 
has put a name on its nextgeneration system, Xbox Series X. Few things 
quicken the pulse like a new console, though having to hastily rearrange a 
magazine to accommodate one on deadline morning runs it pretty close. 

It's wonderful timing, too, given the game on this issue's cover. The Lord 
Of The Rings: Gollum is even further off than Series X or PS5 — it is 
currently slated for 2021. Our trip to developer Daedelic’s Hamburg HQ 
offers an early look at what the next generation of consoles will bring, and 
what it offers creatives. For Daedelic, long a successful but undervalued 
maker of point-and-click adventures, Gollum represents a chance for it to 
burst out of its niche, powered by one of the biggest entertainment 
properties on the planet. The story begins on p54. 

Yet for all the future-gazing on offer, and all the excitement around a 
new generation of videogames, the production of this issue has been 
tinged with sadness. On December 2, Edge’s second editor, Jason 
Brookes, passed away after a long illness. A staff writer at launch in 
1993, he was in the editor’s chair by issue ten, and played a defining role 
in what Edge was to become. He and his contemporaries laid down an 
unspoken set of values that, over 26 years later, we strive daily to uphold. 
If you knew him, we offer our love and condolences; if you didn't, we're 
sure you'll join us in offering them to those that did. 
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East, west, 
home’s best 


The Indian videogame scene is about to explode — and the India 
Game Developer Conference has been preparing the country 


he Indian game industry knows how 

fo party. As we walk out of the 
Hyderabad Convention Centre and into 
the balmy evening air, the sight of pools, 
palm trees and gleaming trays of biryani 
is usurped entirely by the noise. Dance 
music pounds from the Іпаїајоу Music 
Festival stage, in front of which hundreds 
of revellers - many of them business 
moguls and game developers - jump and 
sing. Confetti cannons go off, it seems, 
roughly every 30 seconds. The VIP bar 
glitters with guests in silk suits and sarees. 
We are in jeans. 

The glamour of the India Game 
Developer Conference is a far cry, then, 
from the many western counterparts 
we've attended. The largest developer 
conference in South Asia, its 1 1th year 
connected over 3,000 delegates from 24 
countries, and boasted over 200 speakers 
giving talks across eight tracks over a 
two-day period. Its halls buzzed with 
visitors to over 200 stalls — at which we 
spotted all manner of games, hardware 
innovations and apps, with significant 
squaretootage for viral video app TikTok = 
and hosted ten major events, including the 
aforementioned music festival, VFX Summit, 
InfluencerCon and the finals of Rainbow 
Six: Siege's India Series. 


This is the flagship event of an 
industry still in its relative infancy. India 

has always lagged behind the west when 
it comes to videogames; Japanese 
companies such as Sony and Nintendo 
courted the west with their consoles back 
in the '80s and "905, but largely ignored 
India, whose population's average 
disposable income was very low. But with 
affordable Android smartphones coming in 


EPIC QUEST 
Action-adventure Raji: 
An Ancient Epic, with 
its snappy combat, 
glittering visuals and 
smart puzzles, was the 
most polished-looking 
game at the show. 
Little wonder: it's had 
funding from Epic's 
MegaGrant. Epic's 
representative at 
IGDC, Quentin Staes- 
Polet, worked for its 
rival Unity not so 

long ago. He helped 
introduce Unity to 

the Indian market 
successfully, and was 
hired to do the same 
for Epic this year. 
After its success with 
Fortnite, and given its 
multicapable Unreal 
Engine, we're told 
Epic is keen to enter 
more than just India's 
game industry. 


from China, and the recent mobile data 
boom - around two years ago, spotting 
massive business potential, Reliance Jio 
launched the world's first 4G-only network 
at a bargain rate via the biggest, most 
expensive startup ever seen - India's 
gaming industry is enjoying rapid growth. 
Some of the west's largest, sawiest players 
are now hitching a ride to the rocket; Epic's 
Unreal Engine was IGDC's main sponsor 
this year, providing would-be game 
developers with show-loor workshops, 
and Tencent and Unity also had huge 
presences during the conference. 

It's a significant year 
or IGDC chairperson 
Rajesh Rao, then, who has 
been one of the key figures 
in the rise of the industry 
since he founded India's 
irst game company, 
Dhruva Interactive, back 
in 1997 with a loan of 
150,000 rupees (about 
£1,600), a computer and 
a modem. “| travelled the 
world to understand the 
industry, and realised that it was a 
humongous business outside of India," 
Rao tells us. 

lt was a good time to start a game 
company in India, it seemed; Intel was 
looking for tech experts to help develop 
gaming-based software for its Pentium II 
chip, and a meeting with one of its 
representatives led to an opportunity. The 
company ended up building a game 
engine, ThunderDrome, and Rao met with 
publishers around the globe to demo it – 
its main selling point was that it could 
render things such as particle effects 
without the help of a graphics accelerator, 


It connected over 
3,000 delegates 
from 24 countries, 
and over 200 That Intel evangelist and us, 
speakers gave talks 
across eight tracks 


just using the CPU. French company 
Infogrames soon spotted the potential. 
"The CTO and cofounder there, he took a 
liking to us," Rao says. "He said, 'Games 
have to go beyond the traditional 
territories’, and he said, 1 appreciate that 
you guys have gone into the industry, even 
though you're a small company’ - we were 
а ten-man company then.” Infogrames 
promised to give Rao a call when the right 
project came up; six months later, he, his 
team and their engine were invited to work 
on the N64 release of Mission: Impossible. 
"And so we went to lyon, and parked 
ourselves there for two or three weeks." 
Back in the late '9Os, 
"there was nobody", Rao 
laughs, in the Indian gaming 
industry. “| mean, we were 
just young and completely 
foolish to start the business. 


we went to an eating and 
drinking joint and got drunk 
into the night, and we got 
all excited, like, “Yeah, 

let's do itl" 
However bacchanalian the beginning 


may have been, it marked a beginning not 
just for Dhruva, but for the Indian industry 
as a whole. “We aspired to be India’s first 
big gaming company,” Rao recalls. 
"We're going to make games for India, 
we're going to rule the market’. Then 
slowly we realised, there is no market! 


There are no devices. People don't have 
money to buy consoles or PCs. So if we 
make a game, it'll probably sell 100 
copies. What do you do?" The answer, of 
course, was services. Dhruva quickly 
became the biggest and most successful 
game company in India — but as a » 
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Big-name acts such as 
Shetty Saa, Zephyrtone 
and Morris India all. 


took to the IndiaJoy A> 


1 ЖУСУ: 
| 


2776 


4 cone 3, HICC 


The esports presence 
at IGDC this year was 
particularly new and 
notable. A good third 
of the main hall was 
taken up by the 
stages. Esports is 
really starting to take 
off in India - Tencent's 
PUBG Mobile India has 
been wildly popular, 
thanks to the country's 
fast data streaming. 
'Hypercasual' games 
are still massive, 
however: we see as 
many Candy Crush 
clones and cricket 
games as we do 
original concepts 
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services operation, rather than a 
developer. “Three years becomes five, five 
years becomes ten, then becomes 15," 
Rao says. "And still the market is not there. 
And by then, the mindset of the team is of 
a services company. And we realised that, 
you know, it's gonna be a hard pivot." 
They had, of course, kickstarted a 
longstanding business model: more studios 
began to pop up around the country = 
India Games and Paradox Studios among 
them — as western companies looked to 
outsource parts of their projects to capable 
and fastworking teams. “And none of us 
talked to each other," Rao says. "We were 
too proud to talk to each other – it was an 
overnight rivalry. We were all bloody 
young and foolish, and | don't know what 
we were thinking. There was a perfect 
case for us to share knowledge.” 
Finding and training new hires was a 
difficulty for every studio, 
and talent was usually 
headhunted from the west, 
rather than within the 
country. Only in the last 
few years has formal game 
design training become a 
reality in India, and there 
was a general lack of 
basic experience. “People 
that we were hiring hadn't 
seen a console in their lives 
— these were crazy challenges,” Rao says. 
It was stunting the growth of India’s industry. 
In the event that the public appetite for 
games in India would appear, they 
weren't going to be adequately prepared. 
And so, IGDC was born as a way to 
bring together aspiring game-makers from 
India's many states and districts. Notfor- 
profit industry association NASSCOM 
was already supporting India's animation 
industry, and around 2008 became 
interested in throwing its weight behind the 
game industry. "They asked me, ‘Would 
you like to start a forum for games?', and | 
said, ‘Yes, this is a good time'." Rao 
recalls. “And they said, ‘What would you 
want to do there?', and | said, ‘Stop being 
stupid, because we should start talking to 
each other’. And that's why the conference 
started." It was a one-day event within a 
larger animation event in Hyderabad, in 
the very same convention centre in which 
we're talking to Rao; just 100 people 


India’s appetite for 
games has shown 
up in a big way – 
not on pricey 
consoles and PCs, 
but smartphones 


turned up. But it grew over the years. 

It was partially down to Rao's sense of 
timing, certainly, with the first affordable 
mainstream smartphones flooding in from 
China (nowadays, the ubiquity of them is 
incredible; even in the less affluent areas 
of the city we see people sitting by dust 
roads or on the backs of mopeds tapping 
away at glossy Huawei handsets). 

IGDC was also structured to be 
accessible, starting with six or seven city 
chapters across India ensuring that as 
many people as possible could get to a 
meetup, and start connecting with some 
of India’s brightest business and creative 
talents. And it was curated according to 
the needs of a young industry hungry to 
learn. "When we were curating our talks, 
we said, ‘Let's focus on postmortems and 
failures’ — success has many fathers,” Rao 
says. "If somebody listens to a failure and 
says, ‘Oops, I’m doing what 
he's talking about’, then 
that's one team’s time, 
money and effort saved 
from going down that path.” 

lt was the responsible 
tack to take: the reality is 
that India is still one of the 
poorest countries in the 
world in terms of per-capita 
income, and that for a 
population that doesn't have 
access to welfare programs, developing a 
game can be an even steeper risk than it 
is in the west (a topic we find covered in 
detail and with a great deal of charisma by 
Anand Ramachandran, creative director of 
Big Fat Phoenix Interactive, in his Friday 
talk Surviving The Indian Game Industry]. 
Not to mention the fact that your family are 
probably still struggling to understand why 
you would stake your livelihood on such 
frivolous things as videogames = although 
as India's middle class broadens and 
disposable income becomes more of a 
reality, this mindset is starting to soften. 


Ever since that data boom, India’s 
appetite for games has shown up in a big 
way — not on the still-pricey consoles and 
PCs, but smartphones. "Housewives are 
playing, grandparents are playing, 
because they have time," Rao explains. 
"Three years back, they were watching the 
reruns of soaps, which were targeted at 


them. Now, they're on WhatsApp, 
watching YouTube, or now with OTT 
streaming watching pretty much whatever 
they want — and they are playing games." 
1/5 why, after a long no-show period, Epic 
is such an enormous presence at IGDC 
this year, has funded Indian indie Raji: An 
Ancient Epic via its Epic MegaGrant and 
is evangelising Unreal Engine to an 
audience of eager new developers. It's 
why Tencent is enjoying runaway success 
with PUBG Mobile India, as dirtcheap, 
superfast data — and India's long-standing 
cultural connection to more traditional 
games as a means of social connection - 
sparks a huge interest in online multiplayer. 
1/5 why India's own government is funding 
the construction of a gigantic new office 
building in Hyderabad (а diorama o 
which sits proudly in IGDC's main hallway) 
so that budding devs can use its facilities 
to make more of the games that are set to 
contribute huge amounts to the country's 
economy. A large proportion of India's 
estimated population of 1.37 billion is in 
the early stages of having the means and 
desire to both play and develop games - 
and everyone wants a piece of the pie. 
Sampling everything that's on offer 
around the modestly-sized showfloor, it 
seems their interest is well-founded. From 
small, creative indie games and brilliant 
mixed-reality hardware spun up in 
dizzyingly few months by tiny teams — 
many of whom are so keen to hear 
feedback that they actively chase us down 
from across the showfloor — to giant 
esports stages for mobile-game esports 
events, there's a sense that the Indian 
industry has found its feet, and momentum 
is building fast. Rao, naturally, hopes that 
IGDC will continue to grow, and serve as 
a space where the young startups that are 
popping up everywhere can be mentored 
by the small pool of Indian industry vets. 
He'd also love to reopen IGDC's city 
chapters and run multiple events year- 
round, instead of the one localised event, 
he tells us, further enacting IGDC' vision 
as an event built to develop the incredible 
amount of potential talent in his country. 
Two things are certain: if the multi-day 
parties at this year's event are anything 
to go by, the future of the Indian game 
industry is bright indeed — and we're 
going to need a fancier pair of jeans. 


Rajesh Rao, IGDC chairperson and industry veteran, took part in many of the 
fascinating panels about the state of the Indian game scene. They were very 
well-attended indeed - and by many of Hyderabad's young students and 
aspiring game developers, who'd clearly got the day off school to attend 


Hardware surprised us on 
the showfloor: Tesseract 
Holoboard, a phone- 
compatible mixed-reality 
headset, was made 


© 


Edge had the pleasure of 
sitting on the jury for the 
IGDC Awards this year, 
and meeting a number of 
developers showing off 
their indie projects. For 
an industry in its relative 
infancy, it was a 
surprisingly strong 
showing: the standouts 
were the gorgeous, 
environmentally-conscious 
puzzler Lights On, and 
Meteora, which is 
perhaps best described as 
Burnout 3: Takedown with 
comets. Apple Arcade title 
Possessions scooped the 
Indie Game Of The Year 
gong; the big one, Studio 
Game Of The Year, was 
won by Super Krishna 
Crush: Block Blast — not 
the most inspiring choice, 
perhaps, but indicative 

of India's firm hold on 

the hypercasual mobile 
gaming market. 


KNOWLEDGE 


XBOX SERIES X 


Weapon X 


Microsoft kicks off the next generation of the 


console war with the unveiling of Xbox Series X 


mid the barrage of adverts, 

Eurovision-style musical 
performances and a set of awards that 
barely acknowledged the existence of 
indie games, Geoff Keighley’s annual 
shiny-floor extravaganza The Game 
Awards brought us one true surprise. 
Breaking from decades of established 
convention, a platform holder 
announced its new console on 
someone else’s stage. 

Xbox Series X is going to take 
some getting used to, 
and not just for its rather 
awkward nomenclature. 
For one, its promise of 
full backwards 
compatibility gives 
Microsoft an immediate 
marketing headache that 
calls to mind Nintendo’s 
struggles with Wii U, the 
name not sufficiently 
different from its direct 
predecessor, Xbox One X. Its form 
factor, more in line with a mini-ITX PC 
than a traditional console, may also 
prove a tough sell, not least to those 
who face having to rearrange their 
living rooms to accommodate it. 

Yet there is a tremendous amount to 
be excited about. While full specs 
won't be revealed until later, Microsoft 
positions АК and 60fps as the 
standard – though whether developers 
will truly push for the latter remains to 


Full backwards 
compatibility, and 
access to Game 
Pass' library, make 
for an enticing 
value proposition 


be seen — with support for up to 8K 
and 120fps. The industrial design, 
despite its unusual shape, is elegant 
and attractive, and has been designed 
to vent air out of the top of the console 
(when stood vertically) and to run 

as quietly as possible. A gently 
redesigned controller introduces a 
share button - manna from heaven to 
those of us who've wrestled with Xbox 
One's ungainly capture features when 
taking screenshots for reviews — and 
winningly pilfers the Elite 
controller's fantastic 
concave D-pad. 

Like Sony with PS5, 
Microsoft is emphasising 
SSD's impact on loading 
times, and ray-tracing's 
on graphics, as major 
technical selling points. 
Intriguingly, the company 
also says Series X will 
expand Xbox One's 
suspend-and-resume feature to support 
multiple games at once. Less exciting is 
the game announced alongside it, 
Senua’s Saga: Hellblade Il, from the 
now Microsoftowned Ninja Theory. 
And there's no news on price yet 
either. But full backwards compatibility, 
and access to Game Pass' ever- 
growing library, makes for an enticing 
value proposition regardless. The next 
generation, finally, has begun. We 
await Sony's response with interest. ІШ 


While the system can be 
positioned horizontally or 
vertically, its awkward shape 
means many buyers will also 
be pricing up a new TV stand 


JASON BROOKES 


1967-2019 


Jason Brookes, editor of Edge from 
1994 to 1998, passed away on 
December 2 following a long illness. 
His perfectionism and his passion for 
videogames, coupled with a vision for 
Edge and gaming as part of wider 
contemporary culture, set the 
magazine's direction during its 
formative years. With a particular 
interest in music and the visual arts, 
he was the ideal person to help 
chronicle a new era of videogames 
as defined by Sony's PlayStation. 


Jason Brookes joined 
Edge's launch team 

in 1993 and went on 
to edit the magazine 
from issues ten to 60 


After studying at Manchester 
Metropolitan University, Brookes 
moved to Bath to write for SNES 
magazine Super Play in 1992. His 
deep knowledge of the Japanese 
gaming scene fuelled the magazine's 
identity, ensuring that it stood apart 
from its contemporaries, setting the 
tone for the next step in his career. 

Brookes joined Edge as a writer 
for its launch in 1993 under original 
editor Steve Jarratt. "Jason always 
looked to the future, which was ideal 


because that was the whole point of 
the magazine," Jarratt says. "If he 
hadn't been on Edge at launch, it 
would not have been as successful." 
Remarkably, Brookes was promoted 
to the editor chair's by issue ten. 
Inspired by gaming's fast pace of 
change in the ‘90s, he treated every 
issue of Edge as an artistic project. As 
Simon Cox, who worked alongside 
him, says, “I’ve still not met another 
editor who was as obsessed with the 
details, with the quality of the writing, 


the games we covered or even the 
music we played in the office." 

Moving to San Francisco in 1998, 
Brookes studied design and illustration 
while writing for US and Japanese 
media including Xbox Nation, Famitsu 
and LOGIN. His interest in music and 
design expanded over time, but his 
appreciation of the videogame's 
unique potential never waned. 

We offer our condolences to his 
parents, David and Glenys, sister 
Sarah, and brother Matthew. Ш 
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PAGE TURNER 


Yaza Games’ debut strategy game takes ink-spiration from colourful medieval marginalia 


Long before today’s teenagers doodled in 
the backs of their geometry notebooks, 
medieval monks hand-copying manuscripts 
kept themselves entertained by including 
sketches of penis trees, fighting snails and 
donkeys playing trumpets with their rear 
ends. Inkulinati is a turn-based strategy 
game all about such marginalia; using 
‘living ink’, you scribble ridiculous troops 
that do battle across the page. “It’s Worms 
meets Monty Python And The Holy Grail,” 
designer Wojtek Janas tells us. 


The design of each unit is based on 
drawings from real historical manuscripts, 
chosen by artist Dorota Halicka. The team 
works with a medievalist to ensure 
authenticity. “It’s important to me that every 
detail, like the shape of the sword, the 
clothes of the character or the visual effects 
of the fire, look like they've been taken 
from a real manuscript," Halicka says. The 
realistically rendered hands that draw 
Inkulinati's bizarre warriors help give the 
impression that fights are really playing out 


under your fingers — as do the comedic 
battle summaries. The player ^writes 
history, you might say," Janas says. 

For Halick and Janas, it's about making 
history relatable. "Maybe if we can show 
that even people in the Middle Ages 
laughed at silly things, it'll be okay for us 
to accept and laugh at our modern silliness 
too,” Janas says Yaza Games is working 
hard to have Inkulinati make a great first 
impression when it comes to PC, so keep 
your quills on ice for a year or two yet. 
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Soundbytes WATCH 


Game commentary in snack-sized mouthfuls 


"We know for a fact 

that some reviewers 
actually didn't play 
the game. They have to 
review games, and they 
have 15 of them to review in 


Game GunArena 
Manufacturer Taito 


The light-gun game? Seen it 

all before, mate. The genre 

has barely moved on since 
Operation Wolf, if we're honest, 


one week, and sometimes and while we'll always drop a 
few coins into a House Of The 
they don't have time ш Dead or Point Blank machine, 
i our experience is forgotten 
. about the second we put the 
Magazine teams are small, Ancestors creator guns back into their cabinet 
Patrice Désilets, but they're not that bad. We do, holsters. With GunArena, Taito 
like, 12 game reviews per w k at most posits a solution to the problem, 


albeit a rather unsettling one. 

What if the guns were real? 
Well, almost real. GunArena – 

announced in the spring of 2018 


| thought everyone and revived at November's 


“| have some 


issues with VR: would get the joke but ЖАБА convention = uses airsoft 
it's isolating, and | no one did. |і was the guns, a simple target-shooting 
think of games as a first time а ever had game in which you fire ball 


bearings at a shock-absorbing 
screen. If that all sounds like a 


communal experience. 


| anyone write somethi 
We're responding to A URN RAD E: 


what our customers negative about my music." о nightmare — 
then yes, well done: weaponry is 
T de VR" Grant Kirkhope bristles at stored behind the counter under 
y 9 the response іо Donkey Kong lock and key and can only be 
Fair enough, Xbox boss Phil 64's legendary DK Rap. taken out after signing a legal 


disclaimer, and safety goggles 
All together now: walnuts, must Бе worn ai al| fines by 
peanuts, pineapple smells... users (though not, oddly, the 
spectators). Guns, which hold 
up to 100 rounds, have been 
modified and will only fire when 
а sensor on the barrel detects 
that it's being pointed at the 
screen. Nonetheless this sounds 
like a recipe for disaster and 
perhaps not something you can 
expect to see in UK arcades, at 
least until Brexit turns it into a 
post-regulatory wasteland 
where anything goes, by which 
point we'll be more interested 
in the ammo than the game 
itself. We're fine, honestly. 


Spencer, but just who cried 
out for a new Battletoads? 


"Making the next BioShock 
game is a responsibility 
that does not fall lightly 

on any of us. What's 

great is [that] there are 
many directions we 


can consider." 


A word of advice, Kelley Gilmore, head of new 2K studio Cloud Chamber 
Games: don't make the next BioShock in VR. You'll only upset Phil 
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OPEN BETA 


APP 
GOG Galaxy 2.0 
gogalaxy.com 
After six months in closed 
beta, GOG's ambitious bid to 
unify the fragmented PC 
gaming space is publicly 
available. GOG Galaxy 2.0 
isn't just a way of playing 
DRM-free games purchased 
from gog.com; you can now 
link accounts from a host of 
other PC storefronts. A unified 
library pulls together your 
games from Steam, Epic, 
Origin et al, with smart 
filtering and a global search 
function; friends lists are 
brought across too, allowing 
you to view pals' online 
activity across platforms. And 
achievements and playtime 
are tracked, if you're into 

» SJ that sort of thing. Yes, it's 
Px ? ultimately about bringing 

/ more people to GOG – the 

open beta launch coincides 
with the winter sale — but 
when it means a better quality 
of our PC gaming life, we're 
in no mood to complain. 


CLOTHING 


Louis Vuitton X League Of Legends 


VIDEO 

Behind The Scenes: 
Inside Collector's Edition 
bit.ly/insidece 

It's finally here, and it's as 
nauseating as we expected. 
Announced in 2018, 
iam8bit's lavishly absurd 
Inside Collector's Edition 
advertised a mystery item 
that would be produced in 
collaboration with sex doll 
company Realdoll. Spoilers 
ahoy — yep, it's a silicone 
flesh-blob that jiggles just as 
unnervingly as its inspiration. 
The video reveal is, in a word, 
haunted, featuring lots of 
closeups of corpse-like 
Realdoll limbs as one of the 
blobs is formed. Okay, so it's 
not quite as nauseating as 
expected — you can't insert 


yourself into it. Small mercies. 


WEB GAME 


Al Dungeon 2 
aidungeon.io 

From the instant we first 
played it, we knew А/ Dungeon 
2 was good at producing 
stories — but this is ridiculous. 
Nick Walton's text adventure 
uses OpenAl to let you do 
pretty much anything you can 
imagine: you pick a genre, and 
a class for your hero, and are 
then presented with an 
objective which you complete 
(or ignore) by typing in 
commands. It's a little shonky 
in places, but mind-boggling — 
you can date dragons, become 
god or even, as we did, start a 
book club with the local 
skeletons. But the real story 
here is that the game was so 
quickly overloaded with 
players (over 70,000 stories 
generated in under the first 
week) that Walton is now 
looking at server costs of up to 
$65,000 a month. You can play 
for free, but we suggest you 
donate to help keep this 
fantastic creation online. 


bit.ly/Ivxlol 

The French fashion house has teamed up with Riot Games to produce 
a League Of Legends capsule collection, a kind of wetsuit-esque 
athleisure effort. We can't imagine there's much audience crossover 
between those who want a T-shirt with a picture of Qiyana on it and 
the people willing to pay $865 for one — but then, perhaps we can't 
expect a company willing to work with a studio that's recently been 
vilified for its terrible treatment of women to read the room. But hey, 
here are some handbags, because girl power? At least all that ugly 
scuba jersey would come in useful, were this tone-deaf collaboration 
to put itself where it belongs: directly in the sea. 


Party hard 

Disco Elysium scoops four 
well-deserved gongs at this 
year's The Game Awards. 
Indie games live on! Phew 


Burial place 
Hyperdub releases an 
exclusive album for 
Analogue’s Mega Sg 


Power lunch 

The sandwich is 
canon: meet Resident 
Evil Resistance's 
Martin Sandwich 


Share buttons 
Minecraft PS4 players 
finally get cross-play and 
the game's latest version 


Е 


Get stuffed 
Couldn’t the Muppets 
have presented Best 
Family Game, instead 
of Games For Impact? 


Roadkill 

MPC Vancouver, which 
helped with the Sonic movie 
redesign, has shuttered 


Big melt 

In an embarrassing 
instalment of Back To 
Back Chef, Ninja slices 
bread like an alien 


Sticky business 

PS4 has PornHub's biggest 
console viewership. Never 

touching a DualShock again 


THIS MONTH ON EDGE 


When we weren't doing everything else, we were thinking about stuff like this 
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Issue 340 


Dialogue 
Send your views, using 
‘Dialogue’ as the subject 


line, to edge@futurenet.com. 
Our letter of the month wins 
an SN30 Pro+ controller, 


compatible with PC and 


Switch, courtesy of 8BitDo 
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Eyes on the prize 
I think Death Stranding makes a whole lot 
more sense if you try to not read it as 
a delivery simulator like you did in your 
(p)review (E339). The format of the game 
seems so familiar, there are enemies and 
quests and an open world, that one can very 
easily think it’s a game around making 
deliveries — with questionable gameplay 
around it! The balancing of cargo is 
cumbersome, the stealth bits are little more 
than a nuisance on your way, trudging 
through the landscape is repetitive, the BTs 
don’t offer interesting tactical choices... 
But the game still works as intended: 
everything serves the function to make you 
care about those deliveries. It’s 
not about the deliveries, it’s 
about you caring about them. 
Especially because it’s a 
chore, you care very much 


about getting it done. In turn, an Interesting 
you’re glad about any help you game is h ow it 


receive from other players. The 
praise of NPCs is meaningful 
because, yes, it was boring and 
tedious, thank you very much. 
The story helps keeping you 
invested, but I think for Death 
Stranding to be correctly understood 

as a “strand game", as Hideo Kojima 

intended it, all the gameplay can only 

be understood by its effect on your 
connection with others. 

MULEs robbing your cargo results in a 
tedious trip to get it back so that you’re 
grateful for the ladder someone left there. 
You easily stumble so that you get angry at 
yourself for the damage you did to the 
packages, pledging to take better care of them 
next time. Likes exist so you actually ‘do’ the 
appreciation: you hammer the touchpad, 
thereby forging a connection to that other 
person, enticing you to return those favours. 
Obviously, you can’t be paid in cash, but in 
appreciation again, so that you care more and 
more about those likes — both about getting 
them and giving them. 


“What makes 


Death Stranding to Sam Porter Bridges, and 


recruits you into 


TCHES 
ARY 


I, for one, found a very strong urge to 
place something in the world that would 
enrich someone’s experience, thinking about 
a way to help ‘my community’ 

I believe this wouldn’t happen if the 
gameplay was already rewarding. You need 
the cognitive dissonance between ‘I want 
to have fun’ and ‘this actually isn’t much 
fun’ so that you turn to meaningfulness 
as the solution: ‘Surely I do this because 
it’s important!’ 

The story is a part of what keeps you 
going, but what makes Death Stranding an 
interesting game to me is how it recruits you 
into its value system, suddenly caring about 
rebuilding America even though it’s not fun, 
it takes forever and really, why 
am I doing this? In this, we 
players get surprisingly close 


suddenly the fourth wall 
breaking makes all the sense in 
the world. Now, if you’ll excuse 
me, there are some people, both 
within the game and outside it, 
who need my help. 


. n 
its value system” у Müller 


Fair point, we suppose, but it’s a rare 
developer that actively sets out to make 
something annoying, particularly at 
Kojima’s end of the budgetary spectrum. 
Still, it’s viewpoints like these that make us 
glad Death Stranding exists; we may not like 
the game that much, but the conversation 
around it has been (mostly) fascinating. 
Send over your address, and we'll get a 
controller in the post. Hopefully the courier 
won't fall in a pile of gloop on the way over. 


Hi-fi 

I've been dipping in and out of Death 
Stranding as I can — it's a game that seems 
to demand hours of my time in a session, 
but being a flighty gamer, I’m split between 
The Outer Worlds, Pokémon Shield, my 
travails on Ring Fit Adventure and my need 
to delve back into retro games. 


Yet there’s something about the strand 


game that keeps on nipping at my heels. It’s 


everything I despise in modern games — 


fetch quests, encumbrances, item endurance. 


And despite that, I want to keep going. 

I spent so long wondering why. Yes, I am 

a Kojima fan, but post-MGSV had no desire 
to return to the series, nor do I now. I have 
often pottered about in MGS2 and 3 but 
don’t feel the need to return to them. Yet 
there is something in Death Stranding that 
I’ve only just put my finger on. 

In the first Red Dead Redemption, when 
your character reached Mexico, a song by 
José González played. It was a stunning, 
and stirring moment. In Death Stranding, 
Kojima takes those goosebumps to the nth 
degree, and every crest of a hill potentially 
unlocks a new song. It's intoxicating, and 
keeps the sense of discovery afresh. I’m 
unsure of any other game makers using 
music to the same extent as in Stranding, 
but appeal to the Edge crew — what am 
I missing in smart audio design? 

Martin Hollis 


As RDR2's handful of attempts to recapture 
the brilliance of its predecessor's Mexico 


moment proved, merely following a template 


rarely yields magic. For us, the frequency of 
Death Stranding's hill-cresting interludes 
lessened their impact, because we quickly 
learned to expect them. In games as in 
music, less is often more. 


Migration of souls 
With an eye on the title of the letters in 
E340 (you having been rumbled by Martin 


Hollis in E339), Га like to tell the very same 


Mr Hollis; You're Playing It Wrong. Or at 
least, playing the wrong thing. 

Unlike Martin the merely 35-year-old 
whipper-snapper, I'm a fan of Dark Souls. 
But in an intellectual sort of way; I 
appreciate the game design and I love the 
reviews. God knows at 46 I'm self-aware 
enough never to actually try to play the 
thing. It sounds like a world of pain. 


But there was good fare on your Games Of 
The Decade list for those who want great 
narrative with low (read: zero) challenge: Gone 
Home and The Walking Dead. And I’m going to 
shout out for Life Is Strange, because... just 
because, dammit. Also What Remains of Edith 
Finch. Great narrative and a bit of challenge? 
See Sunless Skies. 

And yet, occasionally one does like a test 
of skill. Like Chris Hemmens, I loved Into The 
Breach; last summer it was the first game in 
a decade or so that I completely completed, 
achievements and all. My only regret was that 
I played it through on Normal difficulty, except 
for the ‘win on Hard’ achievement. So last week 
when I picked up Chris’ new favourite game, 
Bad North, I set it straight to Hard difficulty 
and got stuck in. My only gripe is that it 
has a checkpoint in the middle of your run. 
Checkpoint in a Roguelike! I ask you. But 
as I keep reloading my checkpoint, grinding 
through the first easy island afterwards, then 
splitting my forces and trying to achieve the 
near impossible of defending the power-up 
island with two units, so I can take the other 
island with my three units, so I have a turn in 
hand, so I can claim the extra general in two 
turns’ time... I wonder if I’m not playing a 
Soulslike after all. 

Tony Park 


We are big fans of the way Dispatches is 
steadily turning into the world’s slowest and 
smallest Internet forum, in which a small 
but passionately engaged readership have 
intelligent conversations about the issues du 
jour and there’s a four-week delay between 
posts. Long may it continue. 


You still believe in me 

It’s been less than two weeks since it was 
announced and I’ve already had an argument 
about Half-Life: Alyx (this is the reason I’m not 
allowed pen pals, Robert). My friend, an avid 
Half-Life and Portal fan (and an exceptional 
theoretical physicist — coincidence, Dr 
Freeman?), thinks it looks similar to Half-Life 2. 
He was surprised by how little progress games 


DISPATCHES 
DIALOGUE 


www.facebook.com/ 
edgeonline 
Discuss gaming topics with 
fellow Edge readers 


seem to have made in 15 years. On one hand, I 
partially agree with him; I wrote into E340 
about diminishing returns against hardware. On 
the other hand, as a committed fanboy, I froth- 
fully disagree. E339 gave an excellent synopsis 
of just how much the industry has changed over 
the last decade. And Alyx, if it works, could 
revolutionise VR in the same way Half-Life 2 
revolutionised game physics — a much more 
significant achievement, in my opinion. 

Nonetheless, my friend’s scepticism did 
make me wonder what videogame evolution 
looks like to an outsider. And in particular, what 
it looks like to someone who invests time in 
games very rarely, but invests it in ‘proper 
serious games’: Portal 2, Deus Ex, BioShock, that 
sort of thing. That’s a very curious demographic. 

The short answer is I have no idea. And this 
bothers me, because it’s made me realise that 
I don’t really know how to convince someone 
who is not already converted that videogames 
are an exciting and innovative medium that’s 
worth people’s time. If a Half-Life fan who 
hasn’t really played anything made since 2011 
isn’t excited for Alyx, then what does that say 
about people who have no idea about games at 
all? Or is it that, precisely because I’m already 
converted, I’m not able to view the medium 
of games objectively? 

Then again, perhaps all that’s missing is the 
phenomenology. There is something about 
actually playing a game, and a VR game 
especially, that a two-minute trailer seen on 
a flat screen just cannot capture. Maybe when 
the headset is on, it will all fall into place. 

Leo Tarasov 


If it helps, you’re both right. Alyx does look 
like a Half-Life game, which is of course 
precisely the point. Yet even if we assume 
that Valve showed us absolutely everything 
we need to know about the game in that 
trailer — which it surely hasn’t — even the 
notionally familiar will feel completely 
different in VR. Will it represent the same 
sort of generational leap as HL2? Perhaps not. 
But VR finally has its killer app, and we’re 
sure your pal will come around. BM 
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Illustration kaeru.com.ar 


istorians of the future will note that 

while human beings were destroying 

their environment, their 
computer-generated entertainment offered 
ever more beautiful visions of a Nature that 
was receding from the reality beyond the 
screen. Gorgeous vistas of unspoiled 
meadows and blue skies were gradually being 
confined to the digital world, as though they 
were UNESCO VR recreations of heritage 
sites that were crumbling beyond repair. 

Disney’s film Moana, for example, is a 
stunning example of the state of the art in 
digital naturalism, its treatment of the play of 
light on water especially miraculous. But the 
film is also a cultural lament for a closeness 
with nature that we have lost — a loss, 
indeed, that the film implies is our fault. For 
the trickster demigod Maui stole the heart of 
the Mother Island in order to give it to 
humans, instigating a time of rotting 
coconuts and ship-wrecking storms: Nature 
taking its revenge on those who dared meddle 
with it. Only by respecting the natural world 
and acknowledging our position as embedded 
in the global ecosystem rather than superior 
to it, the film argues, can we survive. 

In videogames, however, the loving 
simulation of nature rarely comes with such 
messages. In the blissful Switch remake of 
Link’s Awakening, Koholint Island is, on the 
surface, a cartoonishly beautiful paradise 
whose overpowering sentimental mode is one 
of nostalgia, both for unspoiled islands and 
for a simpler way of life. And many of the 
most memorable natural environments in 
modern games are, of course, just lush 
backdrops for more of the old cordite-fumed 
ultraviolence, as in the Far Cry series. 

To simulate such natural beauty without 
acknowledging the changes caused by global 
warming is, arguably, a political statement in 
itself, but one that defaults to complacent 
inaction. To say so, at least, would be in line 
with some environmentalists’ criticism of 
past wildlife documentaries presented by 
David Attenborough, which — the critics 


natural 
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Trigger Happy 


Shoot first, ask questions later 


To simulate natural beauty 
without acknowledging global 
warming is, arguably, a 
political statement in itself 


complained — celebrated the natural world 
without emphasising enough the havoc that 
was being wreaked upon it. Whether or not 
those criticisms were entirely fair, it is 
notable that Attenborough’s latest series, Our 
Planet, features regular reminders that the 
habitats it presents are now endangered. It 
would be silly to demand that every 
videogame contained similar warnings, but 
artistic representations are always political in 
the sense that they embody decisions about 
what to leave out and how to contextualise 
what is left in. There is no ideologically 
neutral portrayal of the natural world 


possible, just as there is no ideologically 
neutral portrayal of, say, modern warfare. 

On the other hand, an argument could be 
essayed that, in the increasing realism of 
their presentation of the natural world, games 
are on a path to fulfil a kind of VR-led 
conservationism, by means of which we may 
happily travel to exotic environments in 
games without doing so in reality, and 
thereby avoid the destruction that results 
from over-tourism in beautiful hotspots such 
as turtle beaches, as well as the carbon 
emissions resulting from aviation. There also 
exists the gruesome genre of the hunting 
simulator, in which the player can exult in 
shooting “trophy” animals on safari, which at 
least is preferable to doing so in real life. 

A more sinister implication, doubtless not 
intended by the developers, is nonetheless 
discernible in those videogames that create a 
gorgeous alien version of the natural world. 
Rare’s recent announcement of Everwild, for 
example, showed a teaser trailer that is quite 
stunning in its bucolic idealism: the 
unfamiliar yet comforting wildlife gambolling 
happily over mountainous pastures. As with 
the lovable alien flora and fauna of something 
like No Man’s Sky, such a vision of unspoilt 
otherworldliness could be taken to imply that 
it doesn’t matter what we do to Earth, since 
there are countless other planets which are 
still in a state of naively cute Nature, 
untroubled by the smokestacks of heavy 
industry. This is the panglossian, rightwing 
ideal of space travel as a way to expiate all the 
sins committed against our home planet. 

In a more favourable interpretation, it is a 
vision of Jeff Bezos’ plan to move humanity 
into orbiting habitats so as to turn Earth into 
a nature reserve. But either way it represents 
an escape from our environment rather than a 
commitment to living in it as good citizens. 
The Oxford English Dictionary’s word of the 
year for 2019 was “climate emergency”, and in 
an emergency, fantasy can look irresponsible. 


Steven Poole’s Trigger Happy 2.0 is now available from 
Amazon. Visit him online at www.stevenpoole.net 
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ALEX HUTCHINSON 


Hold To Reset 


Building a new game, a new studio and a new life from the ground up 


ith Savage Planet’s code now in 

the hands of manufacturing, and 

much of the team either 
noodling about with extra content for the 
game or preparing for Christmas break, the 
fun, fraught and vaguely morbid task of 
predicting our reviews has begun. Some 
with gallows humour predict positive words 
but mediocre numbers; others, in a burst of 
optimism, predict universal praise. The old 
heads know it’s likely to be a mix of the two. 

In many ways this is a welcome relief. 
The industry has matured to the point 
where different outlets can have radically 
different opinions on the same game. Gone 
are the days of white male 30somethings 
reviewing games made by 30something 
white dudes to sell to white blokes in their 
early 30s. The industry and the audience 
have broadened considerably and brought 
along a satisfying widening of tastes. 

This means that smash hits such as 
League Of Legends can have a review average 
in the 70s and more and more fascinating, 
challenging and worthwhile games will get 
a spread of reviews. I’m more likely to buy a 
game that received a few terrible reviews 
along with its raves, because it means it's 
found some challenging content. Personally 
I don't want homogenous, focus-tested 
entertainment. I want loud, exciting and 
potentially upsetting entertainment. 

It’s a philosophy we tried to bring to 
Savage Planet, and I think we succeeded 
more than we failed. Its humour is not 
going to be for everyone, but I'm hopeful it 
will find enough of an audience to enable us 
to keep making games along roughly the 
same lines. All that said, if we get dragged 
by too many sites reacting poorly to our 
strong positions on mechanics or tone, 
then we're in deep trouble. So what to do? 

It would be marvellous to be able to say 
that the work must stand for itself and that 
all games submitted for review will receive 
the time they deserve, but reviewers are 
time-compressed, not necessarily interested 
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The industry's matured to the 
point where different outlets 
can have radically different 
opinions on the same game 


in your game or perhaps even the genre of 
your game, and usually paid per review. AII 
that means they're by no means convinced 
that the game will be worth their time and 
they're incentivised to rush through it. 

So I find myself writing a cover letter to 
accompany the review code that we will be 
sending. The goal is to highlight all the 
things you could miss (without spoilers) if 
you run through the game as swiftly as 
possible. The hope is that even under the 
most oppressive circumstances, before 
bemoaning the lack of a feature or the 
absence of a narrative explanation, they will 


run a cursory eye over the letter to see if it 
was there but hard to find. 

Savage Planet is a game about taking 
your time and wandering off whenever the 
main quest tells you to go somewhere. We 
flag the critical path and you can always 
return to it, but I think the real joy (and a 
lot of the content) is positioned just out of 
sight and rewards players who go looking 
for it. I don't think secrets are satisfying 
unless they're at least a little hidden, and if 
we assume that most players who buy the 
game will do it because they want to 
explore, then making them too obvious or 
forcing them on players is a mistake. 

It’s a decision I've made before in the 
open-world games I've worked on: we 
positioned all the Homestead missions in 
Assassin's Creed ІП, for example, as 
optional. Playing them humanised Connor 
and allowed him to build up a home base, 
and unlocked story threads which deepened 
the story. Most reviewers missed them. It 
was small comfort to see a Kotaku article a 
year later saying how great they were, and 
how they redeemed the protagonist for 
them. If only they'd seen them in time for 
the review. I'm certain that cost us ‘points’ 
in some corners, but I maintain it was the 
correct call. You need to make the game for 
the people who are excited to invest their 
time in it, even if you know that isn't going 
to be many of the people who are paid to 
review your game. 

And so we prepare for the judgment of 
the Internet. These days I push for the ship 
party to hit a week or so before the reviews, 
and I give the same speech: take a moment 
right now to decide if you think we made 
something great or not, to highlight in your 
mind what worked and what didn't, so we 
can improve next time, and don't let any 
online comment or review move you from 
that decision without a strong argument. 
Unless it gets 10s across the board. 


Alex Hutchinson is co-founder of Montreal-based Typhoon 
Studios. He can be found on Twitter at @BangBangClick 
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THE GAMES IN OUR SIGHTS THIS MONTH 


Hades 46 
PC 

Impostor Factory 48 
PC 

West Of Dead 50 
PC, PS4, Switch, Xbox One 

Grounded 50 
PC, Xbox One 


Drink More Glurp 
PC 

The Longing 

PC 


Ghost Of Tsushima 
PS4 


Naraka: Bladepoint 
TBA 


50 


50 


50 


Bravely Default Il 
Switch 


Senua's Saga: 
Hellblade IF 


Series X 


Axiom Verge 2 
Switch 


Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Hype content 


In plain sight 


As we close out the decade, and the generation, in which early access 
became one of the industrys most popular funding and development 
models, we must admit to still having mixed feelings about it. Yes, it has 
given the game-buying public a valuable window into the pitfalls and 
prattalls of making games. It has offered developers a viable route to market 
that escapes the controlling hand of a publisher, offsets the risk of self 
publishing, and is a way to test a game at scale while it is still being made. 

Yet there have been downsides too. There have been plenty of, to put it 
as flatteringly as possible, unfulfilled promises. And involving the customer in 
the creative process has fed into a broader problem with consumer 
entitlement. No doubt the model is here to stay, though — and judging by 
two of this month's Hype crop, that's no bad thing at all. 

First up is Hades (р30), which we're checking in on after 12 months in 
early access. Supergiant Games didn't need to do this: with Bastion, Pyre 
and Transistor under its belt, it had the resources and the reputation to go it 
alone. But it was drawn to the idea of making its next game in public, and 
the results are striking. The studio has always seemed at 
ease in ifs own skin, comfortably switching genres with 
each new project. Yet it estimates that some 40 per cent 


MOST 
WANTED 


Journey To The Savage Planet 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 

Alex Hutchinson has been writing about 
his first post-Ubisoft endeavour in these 
pages for two years now, and it's almost 
here. If it all comes together, this slapstick 
sci-fi adventure could be just what we 
need to defeat the January blues. 


of the changes it makes in Hades' fortnightly updates are 
driven by early-access player feedback. 

Obsidian will no doubt be hoping for the same level of 
success with its cheery new survival game Grounded 


Persona 5 Scramble: The 
Phantom Strikers 


Р54, Switch 

Omega Force's name suggests another 
cross-IP collab in the mould of Hyrule 
Warriors, but this is a departure of sorts 
from the style guide. More story, strategy, 
character progression and a slower pace 
are among the promised features. 


Half-Life: Alyx PS4 

With an excessively long USB-C cable 
effectively turning our Quest into a full-fat 
Rift, all eyes are now on Half-Life's long- 
awaited return in March. Less anticipated 
is the inevitable online firestorm from 
people furious that it’s a VR exclusive. 


(042) which, while different in genre to Hades, shares 
many similarities with it. It, too, is the work of an 
established developer heading into uncharted genre 
waters; like Hades’ spin on the Roguelike, it is a 
gametype that has proved to benefit Пот being 
developed in public. We may have mixed feelings about 
early access, but if this is the calibre of game we can 
expect from it in the 2020s, they won't last much longer. 


HADES 


A second trip to the underworld proves 
even more enjoyable than the first 
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Developer/publisher 
Format 

Origin 

Release 


has been torn apart and rebuilt again. For 

the most part you could never tell. The 
underworld remains colourful and alluring, its 
foundations as rock-solid as ever — though 
that’s no great shock when a studio like 
Supergiant is responsible for the renovations. 
But every so often you'll notice the place has 
changed in some way. It might be the decor. It 
might be a new character. Occasionally, it’s an 
intangible something — subtle adjustments 
here and there that you can’t quite put your 
finger on but that collectively add up to make 
the House Of Satan feel appreciably different 
to your last visit. 

That’s exactly what you want from a 
Roguelike, of course. Each return should offer 
a fresh discovery; an unfamiliar encounter; 
new items, weapons, perks. What sets Hades 
apart is that its surprises often come between 
runs. Rather than diving back into the action, 
yow’re invited to linger in its beautiful hub, 
whether you’re unlocking a new ability with 
the keys you’ve pocketed during previous runs, 
boosting an existing perk with dark crystals or 
paying a contractor — one of several features 
introduced over the last 12 months — to build 
а restorative fountain chamber somewhere 
within the labyrinthine depths. 

If preparing carefully for a new run is 
hardly exclusive to Hades, each death also 
progresses the story in some way: even if you 


Р very eight weeks for the past year, Hell 


Supergiant Games 
PC 

US 

2020 


don’t make it very far, you’ll at least get some 
extra dialogue. Characters flit in and out, some 
commenting on your most recent escape 
attempt, others offering advice, and others 
something more helpful. And, at certain 
milestones, you’ll get a bit more than that. At 
heart, this is really a warped coming-of-age 
tale: Zagreus is a young man keen to flee the 
family nest, which is tricky when your father 


foe 


е з й . Greg Kasavin, writer 
is the devil himself. Sneering at your failures and designer 


— and even your successes — he's the most 
disparaging videogame dad since The King 
Of All Cosmos. 


After a bit of verbal jousting with Pop, it’s 
time for sparring of the more physical kind, 
with a skeletal lackey who’ll happily take a 
pummelling as you test out one of your 
Infernal Arms. Aside from a brief flirtation 
with the Shield Of Chaos, our weapon of 
choice has been the Stygian Blade. As such, 
it’s time to try our hand at ranged combat 
with the newly-unlocked Adamant Rail, a gun 
whose auto-reload can be hurried along by 
clicking the right stick, and which boasts a 
slow but explosively powerful grenade-like 
special. This time we reach the end of the 
third area, Elysium, before being defeated by 
the boss encounter barring the exit to the 
fourth and final biome. 

It’s not an easy game, then, but then it 
shouldn’t be: this is a Roguelike set in Hell, 
after all. But Hades never feels unfair. > 


EX 


| 
To earn the favour of E Жы. 
you must sacrifice some hea E , dmm 2 
- the entry fee to their portal. 5 — : 

You're invited to take a further Mp 
risk, trading a temporary curse эъ 
for a powerful blessing after а 

given number of encounters 


HADES 


Fortune plays its part, not least in the rarity of 
the boons bestowed upon you by the 
Olympians aiding your escape, but you’re 
given a rare degree of control in how you 
progress. Most chambers have more than one 
exit, with icons indicating the type of reward 
— if not the quality — that awaits. When the 
gods offer a prize, you can choose which of 
your attacks to bolster. Another new ally lets 
you pick between levelling up your current 
boons or boosting the rarity of subsequent 
pickups. And sometimes you're given a choice 
of favours. Having benefited enormously from 
Dionysus' toxic dash — poison stacks up to 
five times, letting you zip back and forth past 
lumbering opponents and sap their health 


^30 to 40 percent of our 
changes are inspired directly 
by community feedback" 


even without attacking them directly — we 
choose him over an electrically charged 
offering from Zeus. Still, there's no gain 
without pain: the latter takes umbrage when 
we reject his help, conjuring a small army of 
minions which we must defeat as a bonus 
challenge. These gods have such fragile egos. 


Developers of early-access games 
can't afford such thin skin — not when 
they're actively inviting feedback from their 
community. But despite putting them through 
Hell, writer and designer Greg Kasavin has 
found Hades’ players to be a valuable asset. 

“Tf you look down our patch lists, I would 
estimate that 30 to 40 per cent of our changes 
are inspired directly by community feedback,” 
he tells us. Supergiant has learned the value 
of maintaining an open conversation with its 
players and keeping them in the loop. It has a 
formal submission process for feedback via 
its Discord channel, and in its update notes 
there's an icon accompanying the changes that 
have been made as a direct response to those 
suggestions. ^We've approached it in a very 
structured way, so that not only is it good for 
us, but the people submitting feedback can 
rest assured that they're not just screaming 
into the void,” Kasavin says. “We may not act 


on everything, but we’re going to read 
absolutely everything that’s sent to us. 
They can at least have that assurance.” 

That community comprises a range of 
players, from newcomers to those who’ve 
stuck around since day one. Some drift away, 
keen to wait until they can experience the 
story from start to finish, while others return 
for the major updates that come around every 
eight weeks. The initial four-weekly schedule 
for these ultimately proved too limiting, and 
the shift has benefited everyone: “It allowed 
us to pack in even more stuff, while reducing 
that tax of having to pull everything together 
just three weeks after the last one, which 
didn’t give us much time for bigger changes,” 
Kasavin says. “It changed when we introduced 
Elysium. Our initial plan was to do half in one 
update and then half in the next, and it just 
felt incomplete. We tested the eight-week 
cadence with our audience, and found that 
players came back just as much as ever.” 

Some players, Kasavin acknowledges, will 
not necessarily be well versed in this genre. As 
such, Supergiant has added a new God Mode 
difficulty setting: this doesn’t disrupt the 
game’s cycle of death and rebirth, which 
Kasavin says is crucial to the story, but instead 
makes Zagreus tougher to beat on each 
attempt: dying essentially powers him up. 
“Our goal with Hades has always been to take 
what we think is really wonderful and thrilling 
about the Roguelike style of play and make it 
more broadly available to a wider audience.” 

And don’t worry: the studio hasn’t 
forgotten those who’d rather not take the easy 
way out. Hades’ new endgame mechanic, Pact 
Of Punishment, will let you, as Kasavin puts 
it, “precisely tune the ways in which the game 
gets harder” via a range of optional conditions. 
Tight Deadline is self-explanatory; Extreme 
Measures, meanwhile, not only makes the 
boss fights tougher, but transforms them 
entirely. “I’m glad we’ve been able to pack 
surprises into what is essentially a difficulty 
system, which is normally something that is 
pretty cut-and-dried in videogames,” he says. 
Plenty has changed in 12 months, then, but 
one constant remains. After our first descent 
into Hell, we said that Hades was one of the 
most well-made early-access games we'd ever 
played. One year on, that’s even more true. M 


Full Steam 
ahead 


Kasavin is clearly 
delighted that Hades 
has finally arrived on 
Steam Early Access 
after a year as an Epic 
Game Store exclusive. 
"It's one of the 
biggest audiences for 
our games and an 
audience we care a 
lot about," he says. 
"It's a big moment 
that will help pave 
the way for what we 
do this coming year." 
That includes hitting 
version 1.0 "at some 
point" in 2020, before 
which Supergiant will 
have added one more 
Olympian and a sixth 
and final weapon to 
complete Zagreus' 
armoury. There may 
even be more to come 
after launch: "Hades 
is designed as a 
modular game, so we 
can add to it more 
readily than with our 
other games," Kasavin 
says. “We'll see if 
people like it, then 
figure out our next 
steps from there." 


182 / 186 


TOP Megaera, the first of the 
Furies, is the first of Hades' 
bosses. Once defeated, she'll 
hang around in the hub 
between runs, though she'll 
still show up to block you 
from entering Asphodel, 
Hell's second biome. 

RIGHT We know exactly 
what you're thinking and 
yes, you can absolutely 

pet the three-headed dog 


TOP Alongside regular and 
special attacks, Zagreus can 
use a powerful Cast spell, 
launching a crystal which 
embeds itself in an enemy. 
You can retrieve it by 
defeating them, or wait 

for it to be released. 

ABOVE Chamber layouts are 
more varied than before, 
and while the gods' boons 
are more visually distinct, 
the action seems a little 
more readable — even 
when things gets busy. 
MAIN An infinite-rounds 
boon would seem to 

make the Rail grossly 
overpowered, but it also 
encourages a more reckless 
approach that ultimately 
doesn't help us much 
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Gao is keen to ensure the 
conclusion of the three games 
doesn't feel forced: "I think it's 
something the series has been 
setting up for. But hopefully 
the execution isn't what 

most people are expecting" 
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IMPOSTOR 
FACTORY 


Kan Gaos return to the moon is 
a trip in every sense 


Developer/publisher | Freebird Games 
Format | PC 


Origin | Canada 
Release | 2020 


ТОР Don't worry too much 
about the stranger elements: 
Gao insists those looking for 
the emotional core of To The 
Moon and Finding Paradise 
will still find it here. "But 

in terms of tonal range, it 
has a lot more reach." 
ABOVE The game has been in 
development for over a year 
now. The tentative release 
date could yet change, 
though Gao says he's 
learned to trust his instincts. 
RIGHT Gao: "What I hope for 
is that when people have 
finished it, they'll feel like 
they've gone through a wide 
variety of moods and tones 
and experiences" 


ee! 


TOP Gao says he had the outline for 
Impostor Factory during development 
of Finding Paradise — "although it 
did get a bit crazier since then." 
ABOVE Gao's art style hasn't changed 
much, though some animations do 
seem more elaborate - the benefit, 
perhaps, of having an in-house team 


IMPOSTOR 
FACTORY 


tory is everything in Kan Gao’s games. 
Since his 2011 breakthrough To The 
Moon, he’s ploughed a successful furrow 
using RPG Maker XP, creating narrative-led 
adventures with simple graphics and 
straightforward mechanics: they might look 
like 16bit roleplayers, but essentially Gao 
was doing walking sims before the term 
was even coined. With that in mind, he’s 
understandably keen not to give too much 
away about the third main entry in the series 
— which obviously presents a challenge when 
yow’re trying to find out what it’s about. 
According to Freebird Games’ own blurb, 
it’s “a bonkers time-loop tragicomedy murder 
mystery thriller involving multiple casualties 
and a suspicious cat" We know it will star Dr 
Eva Rosalene and Dr Neil Watts from To The 
Moon and Finding Paradise. There will be a 
scene where a group of performers dressed as 
Watts dance and dab under disco lights in a 
concert on the moon which, dare we suggest, 
is almost certainly a dream sequence. Beyond 
that, the softly-spoken Gao is, in the politest 
way possible, staying coy about the details. 
So what can he tell us? Impostor Factory, 
he says, was conceived a long time ago. While 
he was making To The Moon, in fact, he'd 
already figured out a direction the next two 
games would follow. Indeed, he'd originally 
imagined it as a quadrilogy of sorts, but he 
since managed to condense the ideas from 
the third and fourth into one game. Hence, 
presumably, that genre-hopping description. 
Such a bold change of tack was always part 
of the plan, he says. Gao paraphrases the near- 
identical Steam descriptions for To The Moon 
and Finding Paradise — “Two doctors travel 
backwards through a dying man's memories 
to fulfil his last wish.” Having explored the 
idealistic and pragmatic perspectives of his 
speculative conceit, he says, “It’s now time for 
a twist." Hence, presumably, those dabbing 
doctors we mentioned. 


A conscious choice, then, but in some 
ways he admits it's also a reaction. To The 
Moon understandably earned a reputation 

as a real tearjerker, but Gao wanted it to 

be seen as more than just ‘that game that 
made me cry; even if he's pleased that it 
provoked that kind of response. “I’m glad 


folks found it moving — it is, in some 

ways, the core of the story. But I hope it’s 
become more evident through games like 
Finding Paradise that I try to travel different 
routes — where you can also have comedy and 
suspense-horror, or whatnot. I’m personally 
drawn to that kind of tonal whiplash. I know 
it’s not everyone’s cup of tea, but it’s 
something I’m actually really fond of.” 

As such, his biggest challenge with 
Impostor Factory has been to maintain a 
coherency between what he calls “the thinking 
and feeling aspects.” When you have a 
complex idea, he explains, it’s difficult to get 
the player to devote emotional energy to the 
story. “They end up fighting one another,” he 
says. “Particularly for something like Impostor 
Factory — compared to the other games, I’m 
probably trying to do more on both fronts.” 

Gao composes the scores for all his games, 
and his musical inspirations give us another 


^| try to travel different routes 


- where you can also have 


comedy and suspense-horror” 


hint towards the kind of direction he’s going 
in with his latest game: he cites the 
soundtracks for Jordan Peele’s films Us and 
Get Out, and The Autopsy Of Jane Doe, as 
influences here. He confirms that Impostor 
Factory will indeed be darker and weirder 
than its predecessors, but he insists it’s not 
essential to play those games first. This is a 
fully standalone story, though there will 
nevertheless be a few references to To The 
Moon and Finding Paradise on the periphery. 
“Part of the vision for this series is that 
whichever one you play first becomes 
background information for the next one,” he 
explains. “It doesn’t have to be chronological 
— it’s just different setups and payoffs 
depending on how you go about it.” 

Time for one more clue, then. If To The 
Moon is the game that makes you cry, then 
Impostor Factory is the game that...? 

He laughs quietly. “It’s the game that 
makes you cry, and then smash your keyboard 
and then flip your table. And then write a 
positive review. In that order.” M 


The moon 
and back? 


Gao says the release 
of Impostor Factory 
will mark the end of 
an era for Freebird 
Games. "What's kind 
of odd is that for me, 
at least, To The Moon 
was meant to be a 
detour,” he laughs. 
“I'm glad it took off 
as it did, and it really 
means a lot to me, 
but there’s something 
else | want to get 
into.” That said, this 
won't necessarily be 
farewell to Sigmund 
Corp or future games 
in the same universe. 
"It was always 
planned in such a way 
that there would be 
room for infinite 
episodes in theory," 
Gao says. The ending, 
in other words, will 
provide a sense of 
closure, while leaving 
the book open for 
future episodes, 
should Gao ever feel 
the desire to return. 
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WEST OF 


DEAD 
The quick and the undead 


Developer | Upstream Arcade 
Publisher | Raw Fury 
Format | PC, PS4, Switch, Xbox One 
Origin | UK 
Release | 2020 
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ABOVE Actor Ron Perlman 
narrates, throwing in the 
occasional pithy evaluation 
of how a fight went. 

TOP RIGHT With Fable 
co-creator Dene Carter on 
script duties, West Of Dead 
is a real Lionhead reunion. 
MAIN This demo's big boss is 
the Wendigo, a werewolf-like 
creature borrowed from 
Native American mythology. 
BELOW LEFT Every bullet 

fired leaves a clear trail, 
leaving no question of where 
a shot came from. 

BELOW RIGHT The shadows 


and blocks of colours are 
reminiscent of comic artist 
Mike Mignola. Appropriate, 
given the involvement 

of Hellboy himself 


WEST OF 
DEAD 


underworld begins in the same place: a 

dusty Old West saloon, upright piano in 
the corner, a half-finished game of Texas Hold 
'Em laid out on a card table. You'll return here 


Р ach new descent into West Of Dead’s 


again and again, having mistimed a dodge or 
lingered out of cover a second too long. You'll 
nod to the waistcoated barkeep, pushing grime 
around the same glass into eternity, then head 
out through those swinging saloon doors and 
into a freshly-baked labyrinth of rooms, all of 
them dressed for a shootout. 

As well as a fistful of enemies, there are 
two elements that pretty much all of these 
rooms have in common: a smattering of 
conveniently waist-height tombs to take cover 
behind, and a couple of lanterns that can be 
kindled to throw light into the room's dark 
corners. From these elements, you can discern 
pretty much everything you need to know 
about West Of Dead, right back to its origins 
as a pair of prototypes, one made by each of 
developer Upstream Arcade's co-founders. 

“What we always do at the start of a 
project is we prototype — we prototype quite 
ruthlessly,” head of code and design Adam 
Langridge tells us. ^This is something that I 
learned from my time in R&D at Lionhead. We 
would start with a feeling that we wanted to 
explore, and we'd box prototype it.” In this 
case, the feeling in question was that of a 
gunfight in a Western, ^with our slightly 
more macabre and fluid take to it." 


So Langridge worked up a simplified 
sketch of how shootouts would work, applying 
many of the principles he'd helped develop for 
Fable IPs so-called ‘cinematic combat’ — а 
one-button system that leveraged camera 
angles, dynamic music and the era's obligatory 
bullet time to make its mechanically simple 
fights feel more exciting. Playing West Of 
Dead, there are plenty of little flourishes 
where this section of Langridge's CV really 
shines through. Dive clear of an incoming 
shot just in time and the game will drop into 
slow motion for a second, letting you feel the 
bullet whizz past your ear. Hit the dodge 
button and your skull-headed cowboy might 
skid into cover like he's making a slide tackle 
through deep mud, or leap across the top of a 
tomb like it's the bonnet of a '69 Dodge 


Charger. Safely in cover, the UI shows your 
guns' chambers spinning as, one by one, 
more bullets are loaded in. 

That's one half of what makes West Of 
Dead distinctive. The other comes from that 
second prototype, handled by the studio's 
other co-founder, Imkan Hayati — another 
ex-Lionhead developer, here in charge of 
design and art. His prototype was a lighting 
system which could feed directly into combat, 
and playing the demo now, it's hard to miss. 
At least in part because the results will be 
briefly burnt onto your retinas. 

Get close to a lantern, hit the ignite 
button, and it'll send out a flare that's visually 
— and literally — stunning. Not only does it 
reveal more of the room, including foes who 
were previously hidden, it dazes any standing 
nearby. The idea is to push players out of their 
comfort zones and into the centre of each 
room, forcing them to play the game as what 


Dive clear of an incoming 
bullet just in time and the game 
will drop into slow motion 


Langridge calls a *360? cover shooter" This is 
the connective tissue between these two 
prototypes: the idea that you have to juggle 
enemies coming from all directions, treating 
cover less like you do in a Gears game — 
pushing directly forward, shielding yourself 
against danger that almost always comes 
head-on — and more like in XCOM, where 
outflanking is a constant worry. ^The gist of 
the design is that cover is always a great idea 
until it's no longer a great idea,” Langridge 
says. “And then being out in the open is a 
great idea, until it's no longer a great idea.” 

In the moment, that means cowering 
behind cover, cramming bullets into your six- 
shooter in the knowledge there's only a second 
or two until this bulwark crumbles under fire, 
then darting for the next as you empty both 
chambers. That saloon spawn point might be 
the one place you don't have a shootout in 
West Of Dead, but every single encounter feels 
like a classic Western bar-room brawl. The 
only thing that's missing is a button for 
breaking a chair across someone's back. M 


Arms race 


The demo we play has 
a relatively slim 
selection of guns on 
offer, but each has a 
distinct personality. 
Shotguns are a 
gamble, offering a 
single powerful shot 
that's utterly useless if 
you misjudge the 
range, leaving you 
vulnerable for the 
eternity it takes to 
reload. Revolvers, 
even one where two 
of the chambers are 
fused, are a quickfire 
delight. This is vital 
because each run is 
characterised by the 
weapons you find 
along the way, and 
the way they work 
together — you can 
carry two guns at a 
time, one bound to 
each trigger. The 
developers promise 
an extended armoury 
by launch, running 
from sniper rifles 
that are best fired 
from cover through 
to bullets that 
ricochet off walls. 
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Obsidian plans to keep 
Grounded's development 
team small in size so it can 
be agile and adapt.quickly 
to new ideas and concepts. 
Not this small, mind'you 


Developer 
Publisher 
Format 
Origin 
Release 
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GROUNDED 


Obsidian shrinks its ambitions for its 


Xbox firstparty debut 


Obsidian Entertainment 
Xbox Game Studios 


PC, Xbox One 
US 
TBA 
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TOP Grounded might be a 
survival game, but there's 
a strong narrative focus at 
its heart nonetheless. 
ABOVE Development is in the 
early stages, and the team 
plans to work closely with 
the community to help 
streamline its systems and 
build out its feature set. 
LEFT Grounded's core loop 
evokes memories of Fortnite: 
Save The World in its initial 
Early Access days. 

BOTTOM You can play the 
game solo, but Obsidian 
maintains Grounded is best 
experienced in fourplayer 
co-op, with a tight group 
working together to gather 
specific sets of resources 


GROUNDED 


hat if we made a game where you 

shrunk down to the size of an ant?” 

As Roby Atadero tells it, that 
question is the driving force behind Obsidian 
Entertainment’s latest experiment. The senior 
programmer is quick to note that the concept 
was born in 2018, before the Microsoft 
acquisition and as the team began to wrap on 
Pillars Of Eternity IT: Deadfire. It has only 
grown from there. “Once Deadfire started to 
wind down, we had a brainstorm session and 
the question was asked: ‘If we did a survival 
game, what would we do?’” 

The answer is game creation on a different 
scale. Grounded is smaller in scope than many 
of Obsidian’s releases over the past decade, 
and it was created by a team of just 14 as 
the rest of the studio worked on getting The 
Outer Worlds out of the door. Its development 
timeline is shorter than the norm, moving out 
of incubation and into the hands of players at 
Xo19 in little over a year. It’s not an RPG, and 
it isn’t built on a foundation of exploring 
choice and consequence — Grounded is an 
Obsidian game, but it’s quite unlike anything 
you’ve seen from the studio before. 

That much is clear from the moment we 
get our hands on an early build of the game, 
best described as illustrative of what’s to 
come in the future more so than anything 
else. It’s a co-op survival game, rough around 
the edges, with its most obvious influences 
doing much of the heavy lifting. To put it 
simply, Grounded is what you get when Honey, 
I Shrunk The Kids collides with the survival 
systems of Rust and Don’t Starve, in an era 
when Fortnite reigns supreme. 


It’s undoubtedly a strong confluence of 
ideas, even if Obsidian still has a way to go 
with it. Grounded shrinks you and three 
friends to the size of an ant. Your explorable 
world is a literal backyard, where all types of 
bugs and environmental hazards are potential 
enemies. With the clock ticking, it’s up to you 
and your buddies to find and gather resources, 
upgrade your equipment and build a fortified 
base through simple crafting menus, then 
defend it from waves of antagonistic insects. 
It’s fun, albeit a little basic in its current 
state. The environment easily draws you in 
with the inevitable fascination tiny things 


hold. The entangled survival systems are 
simple and familiar, with Grounded feeling 
more collaborative and less combative than 
any directly comparable games. That said, the 
ability to send a sharpened stick through a 
teammate — simply because they insist on 
building a staircase in front of the only 
entrance to the base — is certainly enjoyable, 
although not necessarily in a way that 
Obsidian had really anticipated. “We’re 
focused on building a core co-op survival 
experience,” Atadero explains as we enquire 
about PvP leanings. “I mean, if you hate your 
friends, you can throw a spear at them all you 
like.” You don’t have to tell us twice. 

“This was something that we’ve been 
wanting to do for a while; we thought this 
idea was so fun that we just couldn’t say no 
to it. Being a big studio, it allows us to have 
multiple teams and to try some creative 
projects — we just had to try it,” Atadero tells 


“We want to have a regular 
cadence of: feature updates; 
area updates; creatures” 


us, explaining that Microsoft has only 
encouraged the experiment. “We started this 
project before the Microsoft acquisition, so 
we already had our timeline set. When 
Microsoft came on board, they saw what we 
were doing and said, ‘We love it! Just keep 
doing what you’re doing.” 

And that’s what Obsidian is doing, slowly 
and surely. The studio is planning to launch 
Grounded in early access on Steam and Xbox 
Game Pass early this year, and it is looking to 
involve the community in the game every step 
of the way. “We’re going to launch on Game 
Preview in the spring. At that point, we want 
to have a regular cadence of feature updates, 
area updates, creatures, and new crafting 
items. And we want to expand the story. 
Once we feel that once we have a full, 
completable story arc, we’ll go into the 1.0 
launch,” says Atadero. “We are taking our 
expertise at Obsidian and finding which of 
its elements we can put into the survival 
genre so that Grounded will still have that 
Obsidian DNA" M 


The Scarlett 
better 


How difficult is it to 
build a new IP on the 
eve of the next 
generation? Obsidian 
isn't just building a 
game outside its usual 
genre with Grounded; 
it's also launching a 
game that's designed 
to grow over time and 
onto Project Scarlett. 
So, how do you 
future-proof a 
concept when that 
future is still so 
uncertain? “I think 
our stance on that is, 
we find that fun is 
future-proofed,” says 
Atadero. “If we make 
[Grounded] really fun, 
then it doesn't matter 
where we go with it. 
We're focusing on the 
Xbox One platform, 
and we're just trying 
to make that a great 
survival experience, 
and to make sure it's 
fun. And if that goes 
forward in the future 
on other platforms, 
then we're sure it'll 
be just as fun." You 
heard it here first: 
next-gen will be fun. 
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Developer 
Catastrophic Overload 
Publisher The Yogscast 
Format PC 

Origin UK 

Release 2020 


DRINK MORE GLURP 


Disclaimer: this bizarre party game contains sponsored content 
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uman tradition dictates that, on a 
Н semi-regular basis, our strongest must 

come together in displays of might to 
determine who among them is the superior 
being, dominance usually depending on how 
quickly one can get a ball in a hole from some 
distance away. Sports are weird. And that’s 
before you even get to the capitalism bit. 

Drink More Glurp’s aliens have very much 

got to the capitalism bit. Having received a 
sports broadcast from our planet, they’ve 
decided that the colourful logos plastered 
across stadium arenas and popping up on 
screen every five minutes must be the entire 
point. And so, they’ve made their own homage 
to our Earth sports — long jump, lawn darts, 
pachinko and cannon dodgeball among them. 


Simple movements such as 
running or throwing become 
infernal mental calculations 


It’s a pass-the-pad local multiplayer game; 
each player takes charge of a bandy-limbed 
competitor. In the grand tradition of games 
such as Mount Your Friends and QWOP, you 
use the thumbsticks to struggle against 
hilariously nitpicky physics, as simple 
movements such as running or throwing 
become infernal mental calculations. In a deft 
balancing touch, the person leading the pack 
on points at the start of each round goes first. 
Taking your turn last gives you an advantage 
— you’re able to see how your competitors 
deal with hauling their mass across a blocky 
assault course, and nick their cheesiest 
strategies. They flop, so that we might run. 

Or, indeed, windmill our noodly arms to 
propel ourselves further in a long jump effort, 
or use the grab function to slingshot ourselves 
down a slanted route filled with obstacles. A 
short while later, we seethe between howls of 
laughter as another player conquers the same 
hill by figuring out that the aliens’ round 
bodies are in fact wheels, and he can hold his 


arms aloft to coast along at speed, like a non- 
threatening mantis at a downhill rock concert. 


The events are challenging enough, 
without the added wrinkle of Drink More 
Glurp’s many fictional sponsors: Earth 
advertisements may be irritating, but at least 
they don’t alter your sphere of gravity or cut 
off one of your arms in order to get their 
message across. These in-universe brand 
deals drastically change each minigame, and 
are randomised. Thoroughly so — with a pool 
of about two dozen events and two dozen 
sponsors (and growing, we’re told), we’re in 
little danger of seeing the same combination 
twice. The result is akin to WarioWare, if 
Wario decided to become an influencer. 

But don’t let that put you off. It’s a laugh- 
riot — more so than we were expecting, given 
its perhaps too-obvious debts to other indie 
couch co-op darlings. Attempting to cross a 
series of platforms when Skid Marker Pro has 
superglued wheels to our hands is just 
annoying enough to be funny, while Flying 
Duck Airlines’ gift of wings turns out to be 
quite useful in one mode where we try to 
bounce and attach as many sticky orange 
pellets to our body as possible before the 
clock runs out. Still, there are always the less- 
optimal combos: trying to dodge cannonballs 
while our arms are bent into crab-like shapes 
proves tiresome. Meanwhile, the light show 
put on by the modifier that turns the ends of 
our arms into rainbow-laser shooters is 
pretty, but a near-useless distraction when 
trying to haul ourselves up a set of stairs. 

Still, Catastrophic Overload is aware of 
randomness throwing spanners in the works 
of a fun party game, and has banned certain 
event/sponsorship combinations from 
occurring. It’s also working on implementing 
difficulty levels, so if you are after a challenge, 
you can pick one that might throw up some of 
the more finicky fusions. And, unless we’ve 
drunk too much of this particular brand of 
flavoured drink mix, we can see this becoming 
a party favourite. Ш 


Two’s 


company 

The sponsorship 
structure is a stroke of 
brilliance, with all the 
Kinder Surprise fun of 
the Roguelike formula 
wrapped up in slick 
design and inspiring 
narrative curiosity, 
too. It's an idea that 
neatly encapsulates 
the strengths of both 
of Catastrophic 
Overload's two-man 
team; its graphical 
chops come courtesy 
of James Letherby's 
background in logo 
design, and the 
organised chaos of its 
randomness from 
mathematician Josh 
Burr. The two met for 
the first time at a 
couch co-op game 
meetup in Bristol (just 
a short hop from the 
Edge office), and 
formed Catastrophic 
Overload shortly after 
locking horns in a 
round of Starwhal. 
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MOVE YOUR ARMS WITH 
THE JOYSTICKS 


TOP We're told that neither Letherby 
nor Burr have ever played QWOP, 
which seems almost unbelievable. 
ABOVE You're held in a suspension- 
cube of Glurp at the event's start; 
with tricky modifiers, even pressing 


the release can be a challenge 
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TOP This pinball level, where 
you colect sticky orange 
blobs, is much easier when 
we have wings. Getting any 
purchase with tyres for 
hands is a wheel nightmare. 
ABOVE Multiplayer goes up 
to 20 players. Technically it 
could be infinite, Burr says, 
"but the UI can't handle it!" 
LEFT Event props are also 
randomised - a springboard 
changes shape when a Long 
Jump level appears a second 
time, and throwing events 
offer different objects to lob 
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Developer 
Studio Seufz 
Publisher Application 
Systems Heidelberg 
Format PC 

Origin Germany 
Release February 


THE LONGING 


Four hundred days of solitude 


his game doesn’t especially care 
Т whether or not you actually play it. You 

can put down The Longing, uninstall it 
even, having never left the starting area — 
come back in a year or so, and you can still 
watch its ending play out. Once you’ve 
watched the game’s opening, and witnessed 
the creation of your character by an ancient 
king who then promptly turns to stone, a 
countdown begins. Four hundred days, until 
the king wakes once more and — his words — 
ends all fear and longing. 

Those 400 days play out in realtime. Or, 
as designer and artist Anselm Pyta puts it, 
“one second in the game is one second in 
your life” With the constant presence of 
a countdown timer at the top of the screen, 
it’s a terrifying memento mori. Do you ever 
worry you're wasting your life playing 
videogames? Here. Now you can put an 
exact timestamp on it. 

But as mentioned previously, The Longing 
doesn’t need you to watch every single 
second tick down. “The game also continues 
even when you’re not playing,” Pyta says. “A 
bit like an idle game or a Tamagotchi.” Cross 
this with a point-and-click adventure, and 
you should have a good idea of how The 
Longing works. With the mouse, you guide 
your little round-eyed shade around the 
game’s beautifully illustrated caverns, 
exploring and finding items to add to your 
inventory and even solving the occasional 
mild puzzle. The shade moves agonisingly 
slowly, so it takes an eternity to get 
anywhere, and most of the puzzles take 
the form of obstacles that will take you 
days or even weeks to clear. The game does 
everything it can to encourage you to close 
the window and make a mental note to come 
back in a little while. There are still 399 
days left to go, after all. 


All this isn’t intended to be cruel to the 
player, as far as we can tell. Pyta has a 
genuine fondness for idle games, 
namechecking the likes of Progress Quest and 
Clicker Heroes — with one problem. “I like 
playing them until I get to the point where 
I realise that I’m never finishing the game,” 
he says. “I think there’s no way you can leave 
the game and feel good.” Eventually you just 
have to put the game aside, without any 


^| hope that players don't feel 


the need to play everything 


again... It’s too masochistic” 


closure or final reward. “It’s still nagging 
at your consciousness somewhere.” 

The Longing is, in part, his attempt to 
fix this problem. The game has not only 
one ending but four, paying off whatever 
approach you choose: playing as a diligent 
servant of the king, or trying to escape the 
situation it puts you in, or just ignoring it 
for a year then returning to blow off the 
dust and collect your reward. 


ABOVE Try to interact with 
one of the crystals mounted 
on the wall here, and your 
shade will comment on how 
useful it'd be to have a 
mattock, the first hint of an 
adventure game-style quest 


ABOVE As you explore, you 
can set bookmarks in 
seemingly important 
locations. Open up your 
index, select one, and your 
character will head there, 
even if you switch off the 
game in the meantime 


M 


М146 52 


Multiple endings might seem like ап odd 
fit for a game like this. After all, they’re 
generally dangled as a way of encouraging us 
to replay a game, but that’s pretty much the 
opposite of what Pyta wants. The use of 
time is intended to lend the finale some 
emotional heft, a way to both communicate 
the character’s loneliness and to make 
revisiting your ending an unappealing 
prospect. “I hope that players don’t feel the 
need to play everything again, because in 
this case it’s kind of absurd,” he says. “It’s 
too masochistic.” 

All of which surely puts a lot of pressure 
on the game’s final moments. Whichever 


ВЕ; 


LEFT Pyta's visual influences 
stretch from Tove Jansson's 
Moomin books to the work 
of David ‘Salad Fingers’ 
Firth, plus German art. 
BELOW Your shade's home is 
the main reward for playing 
as a contented inhabitant of 
the caves - things you find 
on your adventures can be 
used to brighten it up 


one a player gets, it has to stand alone as 
their definitive ending and — at least if they 
stick to the proscribed path — pay off 
months and months of investment. Is Pyta 
prepared for that? ^I think the different 
endings have different kinds of payoffs. Of 
course, the 400-day ending has the biggest 
climactic moments," he says — but don't 
expect to see a big out-of-nowhere twist. 
“It’s definitely an ending,” is all Pyta will tell 
us when we ask about it. “It doesn’t leave 
any questions.” Then again, though, maybe 
the events themselves don’t matter as much 
as the fact that, after a very long time, The 
Longing will allow you to just let go. M 


Myth and 
reality 


The game's story is 
inspired by the 
German legend of 
Emperor Frederick 
Barbarossa, who 
supposedly sleeps 
under the Kyffhauser 
hills, which Pyta 
visited in 2012. 
"When I was visiting 
the caves, there was 
also this idle-game 
boom," he says – and 
these two things 
combined gave him 
the idea for the game. 
He started work on it 
as a student project in 
2014, then picked it 
back up in 2016 when 
he co-founded a 
production company, 
Studio Seufz. He's 
been working on it 
on and off ever since. 
It was intended to 
release in 2018, 

and Pyta sounds 
disappointed with 
the setbacks that 
have delayed it – but, 
for this game, it's hard 
to think of a more 
appropriate backstory. 


ROUND-UP 


GHOST OF TSUSHIMA 


Developer Sucker Punch Productions Publisher SIE Format PS4 Origin US Release Summer 


We'll admit to having rather forgotten about Sucker Punch's Kamakura-era brawler, and for a while we assumed Sony had too, 
perhaps punting it to PS5 and letting The Last Of Us Part II drop the curtain оп PS4. A reappearance at The Game Awards, and 
confirmation of a summer release, puts that theory to bed, but honestly if you'd told us this was a PlayStation 5 game we'd 
have believed you. It's a sumptuous-looking thing, flinging particles around with reckless abandon in a world so windy you 
suspect Sucker Punch is simply showing off. On this evidence, perhaps next-gen can wait. 


SENUA'S SAGA: HELLBLADE II 


Developer Ninja Theory Publisher Xbox Game Studios Format Series X Origin UK Release 2020 


On this evidence, next-gen can definitely wait. In fairness, the announcement of a Hellblade 
sequel is a sensible match for the unveiling of Microsoft's new console. It reminds everyone 
that it owns Ninja Theory now, and the studio has long punched above its weight technically. 
Yet for all the visual splendour — and there's plenty — the promise of another sledgehammer- 
unsubtle portrayal of mental illness doesn't exactly have us reaching for our wallets. 


50 EDGE 


BRAVELY DEFAULT Il 


Developer Claytechworks, Team Asano Publisher Square Enix 
Format Switch Origin Japan Release 2020 


A raise for whoever writes titles at Square Enix, on the proviso 
that they share their drugs with the class. First came Bravely 
Default (Japanese subtitle: Flying Fairy). Then, Bravely Second: 
End Layer. The third game? Bravely Default II. Co-developed 
with the Octopath team, who must be bewildered too. 


NARAKA: BLADEPOINT 


Developer 24 Entertainment Publisher NetEase 
Format TBA Origin China Release 2020 


This is an eye-catching debut from a Chinese studio, a game of 

PvP Asian swordplay with some intriguing tricks up its sleeve. 
First is traversal, which uses a grappling hook to let you move 
around; second is a combat system that includes blocking and 
parrying without requiring dedicated button presses. 


AXIOM VERGE 2 


Developer/publisher Thomas Happ Games 
Format Switch Origin US Release Autumn 


The trailer for Tom Happ's sequel is a bit on the nose given 
recent events: “You are not in control. You are not yourself. You 
belong to us now.” Yikes. Still, after the 2012 original we'll 
forgive any perceived slights in the unveiling of a title he’s 
been working on for four years. Switch exclusive at launch. 


TOMORROW 


4 ?) колта PRODUCTIONS 


www .kojimaproductions.jp 


Games output up to 2160p; PS4 Pro upscales lower resolutions to 2160р. HDR not supported by all games. 4K/HDR 
TV required for 4K and HDR. ©2019 Sony interactive Entertainment LLC. Death Stranding is a trademark of Sony 

Interactive Entertainment LLC. Created and developed by Kojima Productions. “44°, “PlayStation” and "ГГ 4” are 
registered trademarks of Sony Interactive Entertainment Inc. All rights reserved. 


DOWNLOAD THE BEST OF EDGE'S FIRST 
YEAR ON YOUR IOS DEVICE FOR FREE 


bit.ly/annual93 


VIDEOGAME CULTURE, DEVELOPMENT, PEOPLE AND TECHNOLOGY 


Ring Bearer 


The Edge Awards 


The Making Of... 
Life Is Strange 


Studio Profile: 
Tequila Works 


Time Extend: 
Final Fantasy XIII 
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Game The Lord Of The 
Rings: Gollum 
Developer/publisher 
Daedalic Entertainment 
Format PC, PS5, Series X 
Release 2021 
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Under the skin of Gollum, a next 
generation Lord Of The Rings game 


By EDWIN EvAaNs-THIRLWELL 


he quest to make a Gollum game 

begins with the recognition that 

nobody wants to be Gollum. In 
case you haven’t had the pleasure, 
Gollum is the scurrying, gangrel 
creature who, in JRR Tolkien’s The Lord 
Of The Rings, joins Frodo Baggins on his 
journey to return the powerful One Ring 
to its fiery birthplace. This comes a few 
centuries after Gollum, then an amiable 
bumpkin named Sméagol, murdered his 
own cousin for possession of the Ring 
and took it into the mountains, where it 
slowly mangled his body, shattered his 
personality and spurred him to all 
manner of evil. “This is really not a 
character you want to spend 20 hours 
with,” Daedalic’s art director Mathias 
Fischer admits. “So our biggest challenge 
was to make him a bit more sympathetic, 
a bit more relatable. Maybe brush over 
the fact that he’s eaten children” 

If you are familiar with Gollum, it’s 
probably thanks to Andy Serkis’ 
frothing, motion-captured performance 
in Peter Jackson’s film adaptations. But 
the truth is there are many Gollums, 
much as there are many renditions of 
Middle-earth besides the glorious, 
sweeping antipodean landscapes of 
Jackson’s movies. “Tolkien didn’t give 
a size reference for Gollum to begin 
with,” Fischer notes. “So in the first 
illustrations, he’s gigantic! He’s like 


act 


а monster emerging from the swamp.” 
There’s also the fuzzy green insect 
you meet in Gene Deitch’s 1966 
animation, and the skinny black lizard 
from 2003’s The Hobbit videogame. 
Daedalic’s interpretation — whose final 
design is kept tantalisingly off-limits 
during our trip to the company’s 
Hamburg offices — looks like none of 
these, but nor does it resemble the 
character’s most famous incarnation. 

“We don’t want to displease the 
folks who have only seen the movies,” 
senior producer Kai Fiebig tells us. “But 
in short, he doesn’t look like Andy 
Serkis. We started with the person he 
was and then evolved him. You can see 
that this was once something like a 
human being, before the Ring corrupted 
him. We have more storytelling 
possibilities than the movies ever had, 
and for us, it was very important to 
show a different set of emotions. We 
need somebody you could almost love, 
and on the other hand somebody you can 
really be afraid of. And at some points, 
trust me, you will fear him.” 

A stealth-action adventure with an 
intriguing dual-personality mechanic, 
gigantic levels and a densely wrought 
aesthetic inspired by Tolkien’s own 
drawings, Gollum is a crucial game for 
Daedalic. It’s a long-sought chance for 
the developer to escape its niche as a 


* OU CAN SEE THAT THIS 
WAS ONCE SOMETHING LIKE 
A HUMAN BEING BEFORE THE 
RING CORRUPTED HIM” 


Tolkien grew up in 
Birmingham, not far from 
the industrialised Black 
Country - an inspiration, 
together with his time in 
WW1's trenches, for the 
smoking planes of Mordor 
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purveyor of point-and-click adventure 
games. But it's no less important an 
opportunity for The Lord Of The Rings 
asauniverse — a way of escaping the 
long shadow cast by the movie trilogy. In 
thrusting you into the divided mind of 
Middle-earth's least lovely creature, the 
game will take you to places the films 
never dared tread, and unearth ways of 
seeing Middle-earth long-buried by 
Jackson's soaring cinematography. Slated 
to launch in 2021 on “all relevant 
platforms’, it’s also one of the first next- 
generation console games we’ve had the 
chance to discuss in depth. 


Founded in 2007 and numbering 
around 80 people, Daedalic is a company 
at a crossroads. It has made waves as 

the publisher of indie games such as 
Barotrauma, but remains best-known for 
adventure games, such as its respected 
flagship sci-fantasy series Deponia. As 
CEO Carsten Fichtelmann concedes, 
this commitment to a genre so driven by 
narrative risks becoming a weakness in 
the Let’s Play era. 

“When it comes to classic 
adventures, we have a situation where 
there’s still a big audience, but they’re 
interested only in watching this kind 
of content,” he says. “We’ve seen lots 
people enjoying our last Deponia game 
and State Of Mind, but on Twitch or 
YouTube. The number of those people 
who buy the games is not comparable. 
We don’t have a solution for monetising 
the spectator audience. This is one of 
our problems, and the reason we’re 
shifting a bit into other genres. With 
Gollum, obviously there’s storytelling, > 
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“WHEAT HELPED US IS THAT THEY 
WERE A DISAPPOINTED THAT ALL 
THE LORD OF THE RINGS GAMES 
WERE ABOUT SLAYING ORCS” 
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“We have hundreds of 
animations for Gollum in 
the final game,” Kai Fiebig 
promises. "We're preparing 
the final systems right now. 
It will be equivalent to 
what you see in Uncharted" 


but mainly it's an action game.” 
Fichtelmann recalls American 
consultants referring to Daedalic as 

the *Telltale Games of Europe" — he 

is naturally keen to avoid the latter's 
ignoble fate. “They had really big brands, 
Batman and so on, but when you finally 
see their numbers, it explains why it 
ended the way it ended." 

Daedalic has accordingly spent 
the past decade experimenting with 
different genres, including an action 
roleplaying project, Blackguards, and 
a realtime strategy game, A Year Of 
Rain. Though hardly mind-blowing 
success stories in themselves, these 
projects have given Daedalic vital 
experience, particularly as regards how 
to get the most out of Epic's Unreal 
Engine. In the end, however, it was 
Daedalic's reputation as a spinner of 
yarns that landed it the keys to The 
Lord Of The Rings. 

Fichtelmann first approached 
Middle-earth Enterprises about a Lord 
Of The Rings game in 2014. His original 
pitch wasn't for a Gollum game and 
wasn't accepted, but the licence-holder 
was impressed by Daedalic's familiarity 
with Tolkien and its relative disinterest 
in combat. “I think what helped us is 


While you'll find the odd 
map, Daedalic wants to 
keep both HUD pointers 
and in-world signposting 
to a minimum, for greater 
elegance and to reflect 
the fact that poor old 
Gollum can't read 


that they were a little disappointed that 
all the Lord Of The Rings games were 
about slaying Orcs,” publishing director 
Jonas Hüsges tells us. *The books are 
obviously about a little more than that.” 
The two companies kept in touch over 
the next two years, even as Daedalic 
sunk its teeth into another book-to- 
videogame adaptation, Ken Follett’s The 
Pillars Of The Earth.*I don't know what 
finally convinced them,” Fichtelmann 
says, ^But we saw them at one GDC, 
and we saw them at the next GDC, and 
finally we went into real negotiations." 

By early 2019, Daedalic had begun 
working on the visual direction of its 
Gollum game ahead of early level 
prototypes. There were a few gaps to fill 
in the development team, which by 
January will number between 30 and 40 
people — in particular, Daedalic needed 
riggers to help its animators keep up 
with the range of actions in the game. 
Thanks to its work on A Year Of Rain, 
however, the studio already had much 
of the requisite technical expertise in 
place. It had the tools and the talent. 
But most importantly, in the all-seeing 
eyes of Middle-earth's legal custodians, 
it had the fans. 


Mathias Fischer has loved The 
Lord Of The Rings since childhood. His 
most prized possession is an illustrated 
Tolkien encyclopedia of uncertain 
provenance, featuring armies of 
humanoid rhinos. Alas, this treasured 
artefact has become an object of 
mockery at Daedalic's Hamburg 


headquarters, but it has proved 
inspirational nonetheless. To define the 
game’s look, Fischer combed through the 
portfolios of some of Middle-earth’s 
most prolific illustrators, from Ian Miller, 
John Howe and Alan Lee to Tolkien 
himself, an accomplished draughtsman 
in his own right. 

He stumbled into a mesmerising 
world, but one not entirely suited to the 
game Daedalic wanted to make. “[The 
old illustrations] have very unique 
colour schemes with a palish aura and 
complimentary contrasts — it’s not 
something you see a lot in modern 
media,” Fischer says. This palette is 
“completely unusable” in stealth games, 
he argues, because stealth games 
generally build up a readable playspace 
via stark light and colour contrasts. 
Fischer was also worried that the older, 
more vivid style of fantasy painting 
might strike a modern audience as 
too ‘artsy’ But the old illustrations 
nonetheless gave Gollum its key 
structural principle, which Fischer 
terms “stylised verticality”. 

“The shapes in classic fantasy 
illustration are always vertical,” he says. 
“Even the freaking trees look like 
variously shaped pillars in some form.” 
These shapes are not, however, just plain 
monoliths: they are painstakingly woven 
out of thousands of smaller shapes, an 
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intensity of texture that makes running 
your eye over a mountainside as 
involving as slogging your way up it. 
“Tolkien had a way of making the pencil 
flow in parallel lines that fly into each 
other, building bigger structures. We try 
to follow this in our own texture design 
and surface design.” By taming the 
palette while retaining these enormous, 
obsessively worked structures, Fischer 
hopes to strike a balance between the 
plainer visuals of the Jackson movies, 
the practicalities of a stealth game and 
the wilder beauties of the old drawings. 
The artists also, of course, drew 
upon Tolkien’s descriptions in the 
books, and in particular, his account 
of Barad-dtr, the dark lord Sauron’s 
kilometre-high fortress in Mordor, 
where Gollum begins the game as 
a prisoner. Composed of a mixture of 
metal and crystal called adamant, 
Barad-diir is a sleepless war machine 
encompassing dungeons, barracks, 
forges, kitchens and sleeping quarters, 
all of it sunk into cliffs above lava flows 
or perilously chained to thousand-ton 
stalagmites and stalactites. It was a vital 
proving ground for Daedalic’s designers, 
as they worked to transform Fischer’s 


concept artworks into levels. “We want 
players to draw up a good mental map, 
and the tower’s division of chapters [by 
structural] material really went with 
what we had in mind,” game designer 
Martin Wilkes explains. 

Вагаа- айт brims with Orc guards, 
who correspond to some familiar enemy 
archetypes like tank or grunt, but these 
aren't the Orcs from the films. *They 
never see sunlight," Fischer says. 
“Because they live in a volcano their skin 
has almost no pigment whatsoever. Their 
hair is ashen white. There's some lore 
that says the Orcs were originally 
tortured Elves, bred using dark magic. 
We get this in there — they are torn, they 
have scars." The Orcs preside over an 
underworld society of enslaved humans, 
tamed beasts and other, stranger 
creatures. Explored by stealth, Вагаа-айг 
reveals itself for an oddly domestic 
setting. While looking for your chance to 
slip by, you'll be able to eavesdrop on 
conversations and watch Orcs carrying 
out chores. ^We don't go as far as having 
a complete biography of each individual 
Orc,” Wilkes says. “That would be too 
far-fetched, but we want to tell little 
stories when you take sidepaths, you 
learn about some of the characters and 
what drives their lives.” 


Barad-dár is but one of many 
giant, persistent environments, each 
harbouring several questlines and a range 
of friendly or unfriendly faces. Going by 
the concept artworks, you’ll later rub 
shoulders with Elves and even Daedalic’s 


own version of Gandalf. Gollum’s 
methods of exploring these spaces are 
rather less exotic: this is a workmanlike 
thirdperson stealth game, as lean and 
bare as Gollum himself, with a strong 
emphasis on climbing and platforming. 
There’s little in the way of special 
abilities or gadgetry (though very much 
on Gollum’s mind, the invisibility- 
conferring One Ring is many leagues 
away at this point in Tolkien’s narrative): 
it’s all about moving slowly and hugging 
the shadows, with radial indicators letting 
you know when you’re in somebody’s 
eyeline. You can throw stones, and free 
trapped animals, to create diversions. 
Conflict is best avoided, with Gollum 
dwarfed by most opponents. You may be 
able to murder an Orc if you catch him 
from behind, but you’ll need to hang on 
for dear life as the victim thrashes about. 
It’s difficult to tell from the prototype 
character we’re shown, but Daedalic says 
you'll feel every decade Gollum has 
spent navigating Middle-earth’s seamy 
underbelly in the way he moves. “He’s 
not trained, he doesn’t have perfect 
form," Wilkes says. “His movements аге 
very effective, but not optimised and not 
very elegant. We want to show the 
struggle, the effort. He’s out of breath, 
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groaning, swearing.” That extreme age 
also explains why there are no skills to 
acquire in the course of the game. “It 
just wouldn’t make sense for a character 
this old, after 300 years of surviving, 

to suddenly squeeze roleplaying 
mechanics into this.” 

If Daedalic’s Gollum may not sound 
that exhilarating to embody on paper, 
this disregards the fact that Gollum is 
actually two people in one body — the 
malevolent survivor whose disgusting 
throat movements gave the character 
his name, and the childlike remnant of 
Sméagol. The balance of power between 
Gollum and Sméagol is central to the 
story and colours every moment of the 
game. For one thing, it supplies a more 
immersive answer to the question of 
how to steer players without breaking 
the illusion. “In many games, it’s 
unintentionally funny when characters 
say, ‘Hmmm, I won’t be able to get 
through there, it's full of guards?" Wilkes 
says. ^We're able to give the player 
direct guidance about navigation, 
because Gollum talks to himself all 
the time anyway.” 

Sméagol and Gollum wrestle for 
ascendancy continually. At one point 
in our hands-off demo, we enter a 
cavemouth above an Orc guarding a gate. 
Gollum wants to throttle the sentinel 
before he can raise the alarm, but all 
Sméagol can think of is running away. In 
such moments you'll need to arbitrate 
between characters, but this isn’t as 
clear-cut as, say, picking Jedi or Sith 
actions in Star Wars: Knights Of The Old 
Republic. “It’s not just choosing to be 
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Sméagol or Gollum, because for Gollum 
as an entity it’s not that easy,” Wilkes 
says. “Each personality is being attacked 
by the other; each has to defend himself.” 
Making decisions involves a 
hallucinatory quick-time struggle for 
dominance, which senior producer Kai 
Fiebig compares to picking out a card as 
the deck is mashed around a tabletop. 
Whichever aspect of Gollum prevails, 
you can nonetheless expect a variety of 
consequences, little and large. Some 
outcomes trigger scripted sequences — 
for example, if Sméagol overrules Gollum 
and flees from that guard, he’ll bring the 
horde down on your head. You'll also be 
able to tell which persona is dominant 
from the animations: Gollum moves like 
a predator, Sméagol like prey. And then 
there are the choices that shape the 
unfolding story, such as whether to 
partner with other prisoners as you 
search for a route out of Barad-dür. The 
plot has a fixed conclusion, ending at 
approximately the beginning of The 
Fellowship Of The Ring, but leaves 


YOU’LL BE ABLE TO TELL WHICH 
PERSONA IS DOMINANT FROM THE 
ANIMATIONS: GOLLUM MOVES LIKE 
A PREDATOR, SMÉAGOL LIKE PREY 


Daedalic tends to work 
on two or three games 
side by side. Besides 
Gollum, it has an 
unannounced adventure 
game in development 
at its Munich office 


things open about how you get there. 
“You will have maybe two, three or four 
conflicts per chapter that lead to a final 
decision point," Wilkes says. “And at this 
final decision point, it will be harder to 
pick Sméagol, for example, if you've 
always fought for the Gollum side before.” 


The difference between 
characters is not a question of good or 
evil, as it mostly is in the films. Sméagol 
might be less violent than Gollum, but 
he is also cowardly and naive. “Sméagol 
has the desire to be loved,” Wilkes says. 
“He seeks friendship and he might make 
temporary allies. But Sméagol’s side of 
things is quite twisted.” The character’s 
capacity for kindness may only get him 
and others into hot water. “It’s a bit like 
in The Witcher,” Fiebig adds. “You try to 
be Mr Nice Guy, but then you find out 
later that being Mr Nice Guy wasn’t 
really the best approach.” Moreover, one 
of Daedalic’s bolder aims is to show that 
even the Gollum part of Gollum has his 
brighter moments. “He cares for his 
other half,” lead narrative designer 
Tilman Schanen says. “It’s kind of his 
one redeeming quality. He is evil but he 
does have that goodness in him — he 
wants himself to be happy!” 

Banished from the world of Hobbits, 
Men and Elves, yet decidedly not at home 
among Sauron’s minions, Gollum offers 
a unique perspective on the otherwise > 
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stark factional binaries of Middle-earth. 
^We're in a grey zone from the very 
beginning," Schanen goes on. *So it's not 
that important to us if somebody's good 
or evil, for our game it's not that much 
of a focus. Obviously Sauron is evil, but 
we don't really see him in the game.” 

In particular, we're fascinated to find 
out what this bodes for the game's 
handling of race. While Tolkien himself 
was vociferously anti-racist, his books 
are awash with stereotypes. They 
pose an apocalyptic struggle between 
Anglo-Saxon or Celtic northern 
societies and swarms of half-breeds, 
Easterlings and Southrons. By dint of 
beginning the game in Mordor, Daedalic 
has moved these potentially contentious 
elements to the fore. ^We've had 
discussions about this within the team,” 
Schanen says. “And what was important 
for us was to show, for example, the 
Haradrim, the eastern people — they 
fill both sides of the spectrum, with 
good characters and bad characters. 

And it's not like all the slaves within 
Barad-dür are white people taken by 
the Easterlings, because basically 
everybody in Barad-dár is a slave to 
Sauron, even the Orcs.” 
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It’s a reasonable answer, but we’re 

a little concerned nonetheless by what 
we've seen of the game's ‘tribal’ 
influences. During his presentation, 
Fischer shows us a photographic collage 
of dwellings from across Africa and the 
Middle East. This body of architectural 
styles, he says, “delivers the rawness we 
need for a fantasy land that has been at 
war for 3,000 years.” The equating of 
‘raw? ‘tribal’ architecture with a realm of 
perpetual conflict risks playing into any 
number of clichés about primitive 
savages. Pressed about this, Fischer 
insists that plenty of thought has gone 
into the choice of inspirations. “[We’re] 
really respectful in how we implement 
things. It's not just, "This looks cool, 
this looks cool, this looks cool" 


The other, less contentious Balrog 
in the room throughout our time at 
Daedalic is the fact that Gollum is a 
next-gen game. It seems likely that there 
are Xbox Series X and PS5 devkits in the 
building, somewhere out of view. 
Inevitably, CEO Fichtelmann won't be 
drawn much on the subject. “I think 
Microsoft is doing some things better 
than they did in the past," he says. "And 
the PlayStation 5 will be huge.” 

Martin Wilkes, who earned his 
stripes as a developer creating Unreal 
Engine mods, is prepared to talk more 
openly about what he's heard of the new 
Xbox console. “I’ve only heard rumours 
about the [Xbox Series X] specs, and it's 
huge — very fast Flash memory. Which 
excites me, of course, but I don't think 
that's relevant to this project, because 
we're aiming for PC as well. Especially 
for level designers, though, that's a 


Daedalic has a healthy 
following outside 
Germany. "North 
America is our biggest 
market," Fichtelmann 
says. "It's normally 
around 25-30 per 
cent of sales, then 
China is 20 per cent" 


“WE’RE IN A GREY ZONE FROM 
THE VERY BEGINNING. SO IT'S 
NOT THAT IMPORTANT TO US 
IF SOMEBODY’S GOOD OR EVIL" 


dream come true, because we don't have y ү х 
to concern ourselves with streaming “ел” 

corridors апу more. I think that’s 

sometimes really painful — to squeeze {1 H 
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іп the next area].” Going by what we’ve 
seen of the game’s city-sized caverns, 5 5 $ Б Д. 
we can understand his desire for some 
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access to the realm of Middle-earth, 
Gollum is only the beginning. After years 
of worrying about its massmarket reach, 4 
the company finds itself in a pivotal Siu ll 
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position on one of the world’s largest yu 
entertainment properties. “In terms of 
premium [non-mobile] games, there are 
two companies who have the licence — 
Amazon, for Athlon's Lord Of The Rings 
ММО, and us,” Fichtelmann says. He's 
already thinking about the next step, 
even as this most unexpected of journeys 
moves into full production. ^We have 
quite a long-running contract. Our goal 
is to do at least two or three games. And 
then we can renew our contract, which 
means maybe the next game is — 
obviously not Gollum 2. That doesn't 
make sense. It could be some other 
character. But it will be comparable to 
what we're now trying with Gollum.” 8 


"We're showing a specific 
breed of Elves in the 
game that aren't covered 
by other media that 
much," Mathias Fischer 
says. "They are very 

close to nature" 
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THE EDGE 
AWARDS 


A decade comes to a close, and with it, the end of a generation 
— and the latter is quite evident in the pages that follow. This 
was, once again, a far from stellar year for big-budget games, 
with platform holders апа old-guard publishers largely keeping 
their powder dry ahead of next year's launch of Scarlett and 
Р55. Ten years ago, that would have made for a rather fallow 
Edge awards, but the landscape has changed vastly over the 
course of the 2010s. Back then, we had a separate award for 
indie games. Now they dominate the top ten. 

As а result, our rundown of this year's finest interactive 
entertainment yields a list of no little breadth. At the top end of 
the budgetary scale, there has been growing consternation at 
how the ever-increasing cost of game development has fostered 
an aversion to risk. Yet the smaller studios, student teams and 
back-bedroom programmers that operate at the other end of the 
tunding spectrum are hardly immune to it either. In a generation 
where the big players’ fear of failure has led to too many big 
releases smelling the same, however, indies have learned that 
being difterent is the pathway to success. 

Hence a top ten comprised, variously, of games that cast 
you as an FMV voyeur, a heartbroken synthpop motorcycle 
warrior, a late-stage alcoholic detective and an 8bit sheep, to 
name just a few. Over the pages that follow we present the best, 
the worst and the weirdest — and there really is a lot of weird - 


of another fascinating year in games. 
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PLAYSTATION GAME OF THE YEAR 


RUNNER-UP 


CONCRETE GENIE 


Developer Pixelopus Publisher SIE 
Format PS4, PSVR 


Despite a wobble with its pro-creativity, anti- 
violence messaging towards the latter half, 
Concrete Genie deserves a spot on this year's 
list for its elegant motion-controlled painting 
mechanic. Pixelopus offers you the perfect 
balance of freedom and constraint to help 
you create living murals — and imaginary 
friends with whom it's a delight to interact. 


RUNNER-UP 


DEATH STRANDING 


Developer Kojima Productions 
Publisher SIE Format PS4 


Pioneering masterpiece or self-indulgent 
folly? An exercise in frustration or a daring 
break from open-world tradition? Hideo 
Kojima's eccentric adventure - literally putting 
the ‘post’ in ‘post-apocalyptic’ - demands to 
be played, if not always enjoyed. Either way, 
it delivers in the quality of its performance 
capture and its stark, surreal art direction. 


XBOX GAME OF THE YEAR 


RUNNER-UP 


CRACKDOWN 3 


Developer Sumo Digital Publisher Xbox Game Studios 
Format PC, Xbox One 


Hard to see quite what took so long. Yet if 
Crackdown 3's extended development 
resulted in a game that felt out of time even 
before release, the end product is a 
charmingly unruffled explosive romp. Ignore 
the multiplayer and focus on the campaign: a 
brisk, unreconstructed bit of lizard-brain 
entertainment tailor-made for Game Pass. 


RUNNER-UP 


GEARS 5 


Developer The Coalition Publisher Xbox Game Studios 
Format PC, Xbox One 


Despite shedding two-thirds of its franchise 
name, The Coalition’s second Gears hardly 
skimps on the ‘war’ part, while exploring its 
impact on those involved. And though the 
series’ usually relentless pace slackens during 
its pseudo-open-world sequences, those 
sweeping expanses of ice and sand offer 
some of the game’s most gawp-worthy sights. 


WINNER 


BLOOD & TRUTH 


Developer/publisher SIE (London Studio) 
Format PSVR 


London Studio’s gangland romp proved, like 
last year's Astro Bot, that Sony's commitment 
to PSVR endures. The elevator pitch 15 
essentially Jason Statham’s Operation Wolf 
VR, and its every bit as enjoyable as it 
sounds, a love letter to the big smoke that 
veers from high-end glitz to the seedy 
underworld, with no little elegance. 


WINNER 


XBOX GAME PASS 


Developer/publisher Various 
Format PC, Xbox One 


Yes, this again, though this time it’s less a jibe 
at Microsoft's firstparty output and more a 
reflection of what has become Xbox One's 
killer app. With a lineup of remarkable 
breadth, depth and generosity, it was the best 
reason to own an Xbox іп 2019 - and will 
give Scarlett an immediate advantage when 
the new generation begins next year. 


NINTENDO GAME OF THE YEAR 


RUNNER-UP 


TETRIS 99 


Developer Arika Publisher Nintendo 


Format Switch 


The least likely application of the battle-royale 
formula released in 2019 was also the best. 
On paper, a realtime 99-player Tetris sounds 
like a baffling nightmare; the reality is one of 
the most smartly designed games of the year, 
bringing a classic roaring into the modern 
era in sumptuous style and giving the Switch 
Online service an unlikely USP. 


RUNNER-UP 


FIRE EMBLEM: 
THREE HOUSES 


Developer Intelligent Systems Publisher Nintendo 


Format Switch 


The Fire Emblem formula is irresistible in a 
strategy RPG that places equal importance on 
teaching and tea parties. As a lecturer in the 
art of war, seeing your pedagogic practices 
reflected in your students’ battlefield actions 
produces a surge of pride - especially when 
they return to inspire others to victory. 


PC GAME OF THE YEAR 


RUNNER-UP 


ELIZA 


Developer/publisher Zachtronics Format PC, Switch 


This visual novel about our love-hate 
relationship with technological advancement 
handles a complex subject with care. Strong 
writing and voice acting bring characters to 
life, while mechanical twists take games’ 
beloved ‘illusion of choice’ theme and sculpt 
it into contemporary relevance. In a world 
that seemingly resists nuance, Evelyn's 
authentic struggle is a breath of fresh air. 


RUNNER-UP 


DEVOTION 


Developer/publisher Red Candle Games Format PC 


Unsettling, engrossing and desperately sad, 
this Taiwanese horror explores themes of 
faith, sacrifice and familial angst with a deft, 
delicate touch. Its 19805 setting, meanwhile, 
is so painstaking in its detail that its 
developer’s one fatal lapse seems even 
harder to fathom. Its bright flame may have 
burned briefly, but we're hopeful that it won't 
be permanently extinguished. 


WINNER 


ASTRAL CHAIN 


Developer PlatinumGames 


Publisher Nintendo Format Switch 


Platinum bounced back after Scalebound's 
cancellation, and showed Microsoft just what 
it was missing with the best Switch game of 
the year. With an eye-catching aesthetic, an 
intriguing world and varied level design 
joining the studio's peerless combat, this was 
a treat, with only one down side - it makes 
the wait for Bayonetta 3 sting all the more. 


WINNER 


DISCO ELYSIUM 


Developer/publisher ZA/UM Studio Format PC 


ZA/UM's debut game is one of the most 
irresistible RPGs we've seen in years. What 
starts as a depressing tale of a late-stage 
alcoholic detective... well, carries on as one, 
but in its visible dice rolls, its staggeringly 
complex skill system, and the way dialogue 
decisions impact the mechanics as well as the 
story, it’s a game that belies the relative 
inexperience of its creators. 


VR GAME OF THE YEAR 


RUNNER-UP 


ASGARD'S WRATH 


Developer Sanzaru 
Publisher Oculus Format Rift 


A Norse action-RPG would likely sink on 
traditional platforms, but Asgard's Wrath is 
elevated by VR. Firstperson combat is 
satisfying and smartly implemented, 
movement has been tuned to minimise 
discomfort, and its god transformations allow 
Sanzaru to abandon the Skyrim style guide 
in a way that's ideally suited to virtual reality. 


RUNNER-UP 


BLOOD & TRUTH 


Developer/publisher SIE (London Studio) Format PSVR 


It may be let down by the ageing tech in 
the PS Move controllers - if PSVR is to 
stick around for the next generation, it 
sorely needs a new input device - but that 
Blood & Truth still manages to excel is 
testament to its outstanding quality. There 
was little as satisfying this year as scything 
down Cockney goons with dual-wielded 
SMGs to a moody grime soundtrack. 


BEST VISUAL DESIGN 


WINNER 


PISTOL WHIP 


Developer/publisher Cloudhead Games Format Quest, Rift 


While it doesn’t sound particularly inspired - 
it sits at the centre of a Venn diagram 
labelled Superhot and Beat Saber - VR is at 
its best when developers take a simple idea 
and commit fo it. It’s the nightclub shootout 
from John Wick 2 writ large, essentially, and 
is every bit as satisfying as that sounds, a 
stylish rhythm-action shooter that stands 
alongside the games to which it pays homage. 


RUNNER-UP 


DEATH STRANDING 


Developer Kojima Productions Publisher SIE Format PS4 


It might be Kojima's BB, but there's a strong 
case to be made for art director Yoji 
Shinkawa as Death Strandings MVP. Peer 
over that teetering stack of crates you're 
delivering and marvel at the desolate 
beauty of its rocky, almost Icelandic, 
landscapes, or the oil-slick beasts that burst 
forth from the world of the dead - when 
you're not running from them, at least. 


RUNNER-UP 


CONTROL 


Developer Remedy Entertainment Publisher 505 Games 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


The Oldest House is awe-inspiring stuff, with 
Remedy’s artists using visual trickery at every 
turn to wrongfoot you. Concrete crumbles 
under fire, or shudders into new forms at the 
slightest provocation; telekinetic powers and 
floating enemies shimmer rainbow-bright; 
real footage mixes with rendered beauty to 
impart the sense of flitting between realities. 


WINNER 


SAYONARA 
WILD HEARTS 


Developer Simogo Publisher Annapurna Interactive 
Format iOS, PS4, Switch 


Inky blue, shocking violet, and fiery pink: 
Sayonara Wild Hearts’ colour palette is love 
at first sight. Astral highways pulse to the 
beat of pop bangers, while the Fool’s flips are 
framed by the hot-footed ballerina that is the 
camera. No other game this year sports a 
more singular visual identity. 


BEST AUDIO DESIGN 


RUNNER-UP 


UNTITLED 
GOOSE GAME 


Developer House House Publisher Panic 
Format PC, Switch 


A Debussy soundtrack was all but required 
after the hilariously scored trailer went viral — 
but making it dynamic was no mean feat. It 
tiptoes cautiously into scenarios, joining you 
in a slapstick crescendo once you figure out 
how to fulfill your goals. And the noise made 
when you honk into a bottle is perfection. 


RUNNER-UP 


SAYONARA 
WILD HEARTS 


Developer Simogo Publisher Annapurna Interactive 
Format iOS, PS4, Switch 


Not content with making one of the best 
games of 2019, Simogo also released one 
of the year's best pop albums. Alongside 
the angelic vocals of Linnea Olsson, Daniel 
Olsén and Jonathan Eng's music spans 
crumbling relationships, the first sparks of 
new love and defiant self-acceptance. 


BEST STORYTELLING 


RUNNER-UP 


DEVOTION 


Developer/publisher Red Candle Games Format PC 


After the gripping slow-burn terror of 
Detention, Red Candle relies upon a range of 
narrative techniques for its follow-up, to 
masterful effect. If its combination of 
flashbacks, internal monologue, environment 
design, light puzzle-solving and even a live- 
action TV show sounds distractingly showy, 
the studio’s restless approach is always іп 
service of a compelling, cohesive story. 


RUNNER-UP 


ELIZA 


Developer/publisher Zachtronics Format PC 


This tale of the people behind an Al-driven 
counselling service handles the thorny ethical 
questions it poses, and the personal cost it 
demands, with breathtaking grace. Matthew 
Seiji Burns’ nuanced writing and some 
evocative Ul design (Eliza's ‘feed’ is 
particularly fascinating) form a visual novel 
that transcends the idea of a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ 
ending — and lingers long in the mind. 


WINNER 


OUTER WILDS 


Developer Mobius Digital Publisher Annapurna Interactive 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Mobius Digital's human space epic would 
likely have won this on the strength of its 
audio work alone, with the roars of planets 
overhead and the crack of a brittle mantle 
key to solving its mysteries. But the music. 
Andrew Prahlow provides a score built 
around an 11-note leitmotif we'll remember 
until the day our own sun explodes. 


WINNER 


TELLING LIES 


Developer Furious Bee Limited 


Publisher Annapurna Interactive Format iOS, PC 


The spiritual successor to Her Story looks to 
tell — or, rather, have you piece together - a 
more ambitious story. It succeeds, thanks to 
director Sam Barlow's focus on mechanical 
details, and getting the very best out of a 
brilliant cast. A visionary reflection of the 
way we absorb narrative in the digital age, 
there's nothing to match it for authenticity. 


BEST HARDWARE 


RUNNER-UP 


NVIDIA RTX 2080 TI 


Manufacturer Nvidia 


We don’t often feature graphics cards in this 
list, not least because the pace of change is 
so rapid that they're only ever a manufacturer 
press release away from obsolescence. But 
Nvidia's line of RTX cards represents a true 
generational leap for visual fidelity, not just 
on PC but in future consoles too. Ray-tracing 
is the future of graphics, and for the 
sufficiently deep of pocket, the future is today. 


RUNNER-UP 


INDEX 


Manufacturer Valve 


Valve designed its first in-house headset 
around the needs of its developers making 
triple-A games - a claim that may not have 
meant much at launch, but takes on a new 
dimension now Half Life: Alyx has been 
announced. This is VR at its most luxe, the 
wiring а little easier to forgive given the 
headsets monstrous processing power, and 
its controllers the best on the market. 


BEST MOBILE GAME 


RUNNER-UP 


SHINSEKAI: 
INTO THE DEPTHS 


Developer/publisher Capcom Format iOS 


Just when we thought we were tiring of 
Metroidvanias, Capcom lit up Apple Arcade's 
launch with a belter. Sure, its structure is 
nothing new. But unlike many of its peers, 
this deep-sea adventure noils the feeling of 
being vulnerable and alone, evoking that 
same blend of wonder and fear we felt 
playing Super Metroid all those years ago. 


RUNNER-UP 


SKY: CHILDREN 
OF THE LIGHT 


Developer/publisher Thatgamecompany Format iOS 


Before Death Stranding connected players 
through shared efforts towards a common 
goal, there was Sky: Children Of The Light — 
which arguably did it better. A sumptuously 
formed world in the clouds, it's an ode to the 
best of human nature, as you wordlessly 
befriend others and help them navigate 
rainstorms or compose angelic melodies. 


سے 


WINNER 


OCULUS QUEST 


Manufacturer Oculus 


Wires have always been the worst thing 
about VR, making headsets a faff to set up 
and compromising your sense of immersion. 
They were a necessary evil, however, the only 
way of delivering the required processing 
oomph. No longer. Quest is not the most 
powerful HMD, but it's the most convenient, 
and the first to make it feel like VR could 
become part of our everyday gaming lives. 


WINNER 


GRINDSTONE 


Developer/publisher Capybara Games Format iOS 


Standing out in one of the most crowded, 
and high-quality, launch line-ups in history is 
no mean feat, but Capy's puzzler, along with 
Sayonara Wild Hearts, was an undisputed 
highlight of Apple Arcade's launch. It’s the 
sort of mobile game we thought was gone: a 
tautly designed little game that’s тоге 
interested in firing your synapses than 
draining your wallet. A triumph. 


PUBLISHER OF THE YEAR 


RUNNER-UP 


NINTENDO 


It was a quiet year by the usual standards of 
this category's most frequent champion, and 
while the smart money is on it making sure 
the big guns are around next year to 
combat Р55 and Scarlett, this was still a fine 
year for the house of Mario. Fire Emblem: 
Three Houses, Astral Chain, Tetris 99 and 
Ring Fit Adventure reminded us Nintendo 
doesn’t need big names to win our hearts. 


RUNNER-UP 


CAPCOM 


It says much about how well Capcom is 
doing at the moment that, currently, Street 
Fighter V is its least successful endeavour. 
Monster Hunter World's ІсеБогпе expansion 
was stellar; the publisher exceeded 
expectations with its ambitious, loving Resi 2 
remake; and underwater — Metroidvania 
Shinsekai was a surprise highlight of Apple 
Arcade. We do miss Street Fighter, though. 


STUDIO OF THE YEAR 


^, 


RUNNER-UP 


MEDIA MOLECULE 


Dreams is still in early access, and so missed 
out on many of our awards this year. But the 
creation-game-slash-tool has wowed us in 
2019, with its playerbase performing 
staggering feats of artistry. Behind it all is 
Media Molecule, a studio that so believes in 
supporting its innovations and their 
communities that its now hiring Dreams 
creators to make more in-game ‘content’. 


RUNNER-UP 


MOBIUS DIGITAL 


Incredibly, despite being founded Бу 
the Emmy- and Golden-Globe-nominated 
Heroes star Masi Oka, LA-based indie outfit 
Mobius Digital apparently decided it'd 
rather be known for creating the best debut 
game we've seen in many a year. And, well, 
here we are. Outer Wilds is one heck of a 
breakout hit, and leaves Mobius positioned 
as the studio to watch in the coming decade. 


CAPCOM” 
ANNAPURNA 


WINNER 


ANNAPURNA 
INTERACTIVE 


There is still no finer eye in the industry than 
Annapurna, and the young publisher's third 
year was its best yet, with Telling Lies, Outer 
Wilds and Sayonara Wild Hearts 
comprising a line-up for the ages. We often 
feel a little more could be done in terms of 
promotion, but that’s only a slight blot on the 
copybook of one of the industry’s best. 


WINNER 


RESPAWN 
ENTERTAINMENT 


This year cemented Respawn as the creative 
jewel in EA's battered crown. While other 
internal studios make EA more money, none 
can rival Respawn for quality; Apex Legends 
was a sublime spin on the battle royale, 
while Star Wars Jedi: Fallen Order reminded 
the studio's paymasters that not everything 
needs to be a monetisable service game. 


ASTRAL CHAIN 


Developer PlatinumGames Publisher Nintendo Format Switch 


This has been a testing generation for Platinum, the 
master of balletic Japanese action. The Osaka studio’s 
foray into licensed tie-ins may have given us the 
pleasantly surprising Transformers Devastation, but it also 
netted us the forgettable Legend Of Korra and 
nightmarish TMNT: Mutants In Manhattan. Scalebound, 
Hideki Kamiya's much-vaunted Xbox One exclusive, was 
cancelled; two years on from its announcement, we've 
seen nothing of Bayonetta 3 but a logo. The studio's sole 
success this generation, Nier: Automata, would have 
been half the game without the services of on-loan game 
director Yoko Taro. Given recent history, our hopes were 
not exactly high for Astral Chain; given an almost total 
lack of promotion - it wasn't playable at ЕЗ this year, 
despite being weeks from release - we feared a stinker. 
Rarely have we been so happy to be proved wrong. 
First-time director Takahisa Taura was lead combat 


designer on Automata, and it shows in a game that's 
better at story, sidequests and world-building than his 
employer's previous work. But it's a Platinum game first 
and foremost, with a deliciously deep combat system 
that, while remaining faithful to house style and 
borrowing specific ideas from the studio back catalogue, 
has an identity all its own. 

The reasons are legion. Well, Legion. Half a dozen 
summonable beasts, switchable in realtime and attached 
to the protagonist by the titular chain, afford tremendous 
flexibility in a combat system that pushes Platinum's flair 
for melee action to even greater heights. Each has a 
unique ability for use off the battlefield, too, which allow 
Platinum's level designers to add a new dimension of 
puzzling to proceedings. Oozing cyberpunk style, it's as 
easy on the eyes as it is thrilling for the thumbs. Platinum, 
we're sorry we ever doubted yov. 


DEVOTION 


Developer/publisher Red Candle Games Format PC 


The best horror is steeped in sadness, and Red Candle 
Games’ ghost story about a fragmenting family in 1980s 
Taiwan is positively saturated in it. But the real tragedy of 
Devotion is that only those who downloaded it on or 
shortly after release can play it. An in-game poster 
containing text likening Chinese president Xi Jinping to 
Winnie The Pooh caused such offence that it was 
hurriedly pulled from sale. There’s been no suggestion 
that it will see the light of day again any time soon. 

It's a shame for a game that deserves attention of 
a less controversial kind. In every way but length, this is 
a step forward from the studio's fine debut, Detention. 
Like its predecessor, Devotion is a period drama in 
a convincingly realised setting: the apartment in which 
the story takes place is empty but feels lived-in, its 
decorations giving you a window into its subjects' lives 
even before the flashbacks start and the spirits show up. 


As a combination of societal pressures, human frailty 
and rotten fortune steadily turns the screw on this 
outwardly happy family, there's a certain inevitability to 
its downward spiral. Yet the storytelling is at once sharply 
specific and heartbreakingly universal. Chastened by his 
wife's relative success, embittered screenwriter Feng Yu 
comes across as an unsympathetic lead. Yet as his 
daughter's health worsens, his desperation to put things 
right at any cost is genuinely affecting. 

That restless churn of emotions is reflected іп 
environments that change when your back is turned, 
a familiar horrorgame trick that’s used for subtler ends 
than simply shouting ‘boo!’ in your face - though it 
happens to be pretty good at that stuff, too. Devotion's 
bleak spell lingers beyond its fleeting shelf life; surely 
now, after such a premature demise, this haunting tale 
deserves an uplifting epilogue. 


DISCO ELYSIUN 


Developer/publisher ZA/UM Studio Format PC 


Many words have rightly been spilled on Disco Elysium's 
story of a broken cop, а swinging body and 
a decomposing city. Set in a vivid world that’s not far 
removed from ours, it’s an angry game, cultivated in 
Estonian avant art and activism circles by a team of 
poets, artists, musicians and weirdo game fans. It’s 
sardonic and funny, but it’s also founded on hope, with a 
tender soul which draws its tragi-comedy into stark focus. 

Disco Elysium, in other words, is quite unlike any 
other game that was released this year, and it draws 
a new line in the sand for its genre. How often are 
RPGs really about roleplaying? Disco Elysium gives you 
the rare chance to play your character, Harry du Bois, 
through the maelstrom of his 24 skills. Each represents 
a slice of his persona, encompassing his inhibitions, 
prejudices, obsessions, awareness and memories, and 
can talk to you, providing its own variably reliable 


commentary on his quest to solve a murder and in the 
process discover who he is. 

Writing plays a huge role in all this, of course, but it’s 
underpinned by a game which delivers crunchy risk and 
reward through the choices it surfaces. There are 
conscious ones, made by levelling up skills and raising 
the odds of passing dice-roll skill checks on them. More 
powerful skills will open new conversational lines and 
pathways for action, as well as potentially getting in your 
way. And there are more subtle ones: Disco Elysium 
watches what you have du Bois say and quietly aligns 
your character on an ideological spectrum that ranges 
from communism to fascism. Allow him to think about 
them and they'll become part of his Thought Cabinet, 
where they serve as perks and form his reputation. By the 
end of the game, Harry is a palimpsest of your conscious 
and unconscious choices, and a role fully played. 


SEKIRO: 


SHADOWS DIE TWICE 


Developer FromSoftware Publisher Activision Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


We will never forget the day we impressed Hidetaka 
Miyazaki. It was E3 2018, just a few days after 
FromSoftware had revealed Sekiro: Shadows Die Twice to 
the world. In a quiet, blissfully air-conditioned meeting 
room above the hubbub of the show floor, we asked him 
about his new game's resurrection mechanic, which lets 
the protagonist get up after a fatal blow, taking revenge 
on an enemy who has turned their back on you. Did such 
a device mean Miyazaki was making an easier game? 
Or did it give him licence to make an even more difficult 
one? "Nice," came the reply. 

Nine months on from Sekiro's release, it's clear 
Miyazaki took the latter path. It may have been published 
by Activision, but this is no massmarket proposition; 
rather, it’s а game that takes the high difficulty and 
stern. punishment for which FromSoftware's work is so 
renowned and pushes it even further with a frighteningly 


exacting combat system. In most action games, the 
parry is a way of raising the skill ceiling, giving 
advanced players a way to show off by pushing the 
concept of risk and reward to its limits. Miyazaki, instead, 
built a whole game around it. 

The result was a dizzyingly difficult game, yes, but all 
the more thrilling for it. If combat in the Souls games is 
about waiting for your turn — baiting an attack, then 
blocking or dodging it and getting in a few hits while 
your opponent recovers - in Sekiro fighting is about 
making it yours, of putting on pressure and not letting 
up until your foe has been truly run through. It may 
have been even harder to master than the studio's 
previous games - and held back from true greatness by a 
spiky difficulty curve and camera problems - but this is 
another essential addition to the Miyazaki oeuvre 
regardless. Colour us impressed, too. 


GRINDSTONE 


Developer/publisher Capybara Games Format iOS 


Capy has, for years now, been one of Edge's favourite 
studios — part of that rare breed of game developer that 
can hop between genres and aesthetics while retaining a 
sort of signature. Yet after Below — a dark, brooding 
Roguelike that posed a puzzle Capy spent most of this 
decade struggling to solve — we were worried that the 
studio had taken one sharp stylistic turn too many. 

Enter Grindstone. The surprise star of the Apple 
Arcade launch line-up reflects a developer that has 
emerged from the depths of a difficult project, and is 
delighting in being back on home turf. Capy's earliest 
successes were portable puzzlers, and by returning to first 
principles the studio turned out its best game in years. 

On first inspection, like all good puzzle games, it's 
simple stuff: you must trace a path from the warrior 
protagonist’s position through as many enemies of the 
same colour as possible. Rack up a combo of at least 


ten hits, and at the end of your turn a multicoloured 
gem will soar through the air, landing in a random spot 
on the board. Pass through that space on a subsequent 
turn, and you can change to a different enemy colour, 
racking up combos as you go. As the string progresses, 
your attack speed progressively grows; as the combo 
counter soars into the 30s, our hero lets out a bloody, 
primal roar that’s as satisfying as anything we've 
encountered in a game in 2019. 

And, like all good puzzlers, that is only the start. 
There are environmental puzzles — obstructions to smash, 
gaps to pass over, blocks to push onto switches - and 
powerful enemies out to wreck your besHaid plans. And 
there's a constant tension, the desire to stick around 
to complete secondary objectives offset against the fear 
of dying and losing all you’ve gained. Masterful stuff from 
a developer back to its best. 


BABA 


IS YOU 


Developer/publisher Hempuli Format PC, Switch 


The opportunity to break the law rarely presents itself in 
puzzle games. Normally, we're bound to a set of rules; 
they may not be hard and fast, but any adjustments are 
determined by the designer. In Baba Is You those rules 
change from stage to stage - to avoid any confusion 
they’re written within the levels themselves - and, 
crucially, you're usually responsible. At times, they're 
immutable, with no room to shift things around. 
Elsewhere, even the fixings are an illusion. When nouns 
and verbs are trapped, you can free them by inhabiting 
the scenery that’s holding them captive. Here, the locks 
are strange, and the keys often weirder still. 

There’s plenty of block-pushing involved, yet, Baba Is 
You doesn’t feel like a Sokoban game. Perhaps because 
the back-and-forth manoeuvring is rarely the point: more 
often you’re encouraged to think outside the box - at 
least when you're not invited to be the box. It’s the 


puzzler as existential crisis: at times, we're reminded of 
Super Mario Odyssey, of all things, in that there is 
a similar joy in becoming something new, with all the 
potential for silliness that entails. And, like Nintendo’s 
game, it makes the absolute most of its ingenious pitch. 

The result is transformative, transgressive апа 
unfailingly generous: many levels have more than one 
solution, while developer Arvi Teikari lobs in easy stages 
both for the sake of throwaway gimmicks and seemingly 
to give perplexed players a break. He doesn’t demand 
you complete every stage before letting you move on, 
either — the really tricky stuff is entirely optional. In 
a strong year for puzzle games - Gwen Frey's Kine 
can consider itself unfortunate not to have made our 
ten - Baba stands above the rest. With a level editor 
being patched in soon, it could well end up as our 
most-played puzzler of 2020, too. 


APEX 


LEGENDS 


Developer Respawn Entertainment Publisher Electronic Arts Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Battle-royale games have always been clumsy affairs; the 
comedic shonkiness of games such as PlayerUnknown's 
Battlegrounds and Fortnite has helped generate brilliant 
playerled anecdotes. But, as 2019 began, we had all 
but left battle royale to the kids. And then, in February, 
without warning, Apex Legends arrived. 

lt was the Respawn game nobody was expecting, 
built from the scraps of the Respawn game everyone was 
expecting: the studio shelved Titanfall 3, putting its 
resources into a squad-based, free-to-play, entirely 
titanless battle-royale shooter. The surprise launch was 
genius, ensuring everyone would at least give it a go. 
Once they did, Apex Legends’ player count and Twitch 
ranking rocketed - it briefly threatened to unseat Fortnite 
from its throne. In the end, it didn't. It did more. 

Respawn's guns — from the crunch of the EVA-8 Auto 
shotgun to the surgical rattle of the Spitfire – make an 


embarrassment of other battle royales. Player movement 
is slick and clean, a toolkit of auto-mantles and slides as 
practical as it is expressive. Overwatch-style abilities add 
a layer of team-based strategy. Then there are the 
inventive mechanical wrinkles: the tag dead teammates 
drop that can be carried to beacons for a resurrection, if 
their ally is skilled enough to survive the journey; the hot 
zones that draw in dangerous players in search of loot; 
the contextual ping system that has revolutionised non- 
verbal communication and been adopted by every other 
team-based shooter under the sun. 

Fortnite may still be riding high in the popularity 
stakes. But Apex legends, from its confident, classy, 
celebrity-inspired launch to its considered design that 
had others falling over their pickaxes to ape, did 
something no other game will ever get the chance to do 
again - it made battle royale cool. 


SAYONARA WILD HEARTS 


Developer Simogo Publisher Annapurna Interactive Format iOS, PS4, Switch 


Ask any videogame fan whether there’s one in particular 
that had an effect on their lives, and you'll hear a story: 
how a handheld platformer got them through a family 
member's spell in the hospital, or a narrative adventure 
offered perspective on their problems. The best games 
are both an escape from the real world, and an 
entryway back into it. Sayonara Wild Hearts is just that 
- and it knows it. Simogo's pop-album-ballet spectacular 
is a videogame about the power of videogames. 

You, as the heartbroken Fool, fall into an alternate 
dimension of midnight blues and searing pinks, where 
biker gangs threaten to throw the universe into disarray. 
To stop them, you give chase on your motorbike, sprint 
across the sides of skyscrapers, dodge fireballs in dance 
battles and punch gigantic wolf-mechas in the guts. 

It's what you might ungenerously term an ‘endless 
runner’ — an invisible string of fate, perhaps, pulling you 


inexorably along. But, thanks to a pitch-perfect pop 
soundtrack and eye-popping cosmic choreography 
that refuses to perform the same trick twice, it eludes 
simple categorisation. It’s а  dizzyingly diverse 
celebration of videogames' ability to test, surprise and 
delight us — even before you come across the cartridges 
and VR headsets, the cheeky riffs on Mario, Rez, 
Tetris and Panzer Dragoon. 

The neon-shot digital reverie wraps around a tale of 
someone going through one of the darkest times in her 
life. As she seeks meaning in the symbols she fights, you 
follow suit. When she finally realises where it's all 
coming from, so do you. And when Sayonara Wild 
Hearts kisses you goodbye and boots you back into the 
real world at its close, you're left quite certain — of the 
magic at the heart of the art we escape to, see ourselves 
in, and carry like a sword into our everyday lives. 


TELLING 


LIES 


Developer Furious Bee Limited Publisher Annapurna Interactive Format iOS, PC 


Sam Barlow's follow-up to Her Story would be easy to 
write off as more of the same. It is, in fairness, another 
FMV drama where you sift through a library of video 
clips. Except here it’s her story, her story, her story and 
his story: an altogether knottier tale of four strangers, 
bound by... well, that would be telling. 

As setups go, it’s undeniably less hooky than its 
predecessor. At first, it’s unclear what kind of story this 
is - or, for that matter, whose tale to follow first. Yet if 
Telling Lies is trickier to get a handle on, you'll soon hit 
upon a search term that gives you the first breadcrumb 
of a tantalising trail. And, as you follow that one, you'll 
find more leading off in other directions. 

Before long, you'll feel like a feverish conspiracy 
theorist, red threads criss-crossing one another on 
your mental corkboard - an ingame notepad lets 
you keep track of your thoughts, but we soon resort 


to making notes on pen and paper. Pages of words in 
all caps, sometimes underlined, sometimes furiously 
scribbled out, are a testament to how deeply Barlow's 
mystery sinks its claws. 

In inviting us to get more intimately acquainted with 
its characters, it can sometimes feel a little too intimate. 
Watching their private Skype chats makes you more 
voyeur than detective - though any discomfort is, of 
course, wholly intentional. And its cast refuse to wilt 
in the unforgiving glare of its close-up camera; no slight 
on Viva Seifert, who did some fine work in Her Story, 
but a bigger budget has afforded Barlow the talent to 
do his artfully tangled script justice. Credit, then, to 
Logan Marshall-Green, Angela Sarafyan, Kerry Bishé 
and Alexandra Shipp for giving us four relatably 
flawed, authentically human characters in a game 
where even the lies ring true. 


OUTER WILDS 


Developer Mobius Digital Publisher Annapurna Interactive Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Since time immemorial, humankind has been in awe of 
space. We've gazed up at it, charted it, painted it, written 
about it, launched astronauts into it and made countless 
games about it. It is the ultimate unknown, and yet Mobius 
Digital's version is surely one of the truest representations 
of space - and what it inspires in us – ever made. 

Quite the feat, given that Outer Wilds’ solar system is 
entirely fictional. Each planet has its own unique physics 
to puzzle out: the mantle around one is falling into a black 
hole at its centre; a pillar of sand falls between two others, 
each sphere’s architecture uncovered as sand drains to the 
next; another is composed of strange portals, fog and 
giant anglerfish. It’s cosmic horror dialled up to mythic 
proportions, and is terrifying to navigate. Oh, and the sun 
keeps exploding every 22 minutes in realtime. 

Discovering why takes you on an_ unforgettable 
interstellar treasure hunt, as the knowledge you 


accumulate - both of your kit, and the worlds around you 
— becomes your greatest asset. You come to know the 
Nomai, a lost species obsessed with understanding the 
machinations of this broken solar system, whose charming 
writings offer clues to secret passageways or enemies’ 
weaknesses. Alongside careful observation of the 
brilliantly designed forces of nature that govern the planets 
(special mention must go to the quantum moon), and the 
help of friends past and present, you eventually 
understand how you can fix things. 

And, more importantly, why. Outer Wilds resonates 
because it makes the unknowable knowable. It frames 
space in a way that feels intimate; it’s a story of life, loss, 
and our place in the universe. It's а game that reconnects 
us with the miracle we all exist within, and that exists 
within us — a sublime reminder that we are in awe of the 
very stardust from which we all come. 


THE ALTERNATIVE EDGE AWARDS 


ROWDIEST 
APPLIANCE 


CONTROL 


Developer Remedy Entertainment 
Publisher 505 Games Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


As far as mission prompts go, "Find 
a way to subdue the Refrigerator" is 
an alltimer. “Ocular contact” is the 
only thing stopping the serial chiller 
Гот icing the entire Bureau; 
brilliantly, looking away saps your 
health. What's inside makes even our 
nastiest long-time fridge residents look 
like Michelin-star cuisine. The boss 
fight itself might be a pain, but we've 
got to admire the creativity. 


THE LOST SLEEP 
AWARD 


SLAY THE SPIRE 


Developer/publisher Mega Crit 
Format PC, PS4, Switch, Xbox One 


It's not easy having an obsession in 
this line of work. With so many games 
to play, if you're to make room for 
something all-consuming, you have to 
work at it. Hence the baggy eyes, 
grey hairs and short temper resulting 
from yet another night in the company 
of Mega Crit's complex, immaculately 
balanced, thoroughly unputdownable 
Roguelike deck-builder. We never 
liked sleep anyway. 


MOST GRATUITOUS 
GRATITUDE 


DRAGON QUEST 
BUILDERS 2 


Developer/publisher Square Enix 
Format PC, PS4, Switch 


Most of Team Edge's daily tasks - 
magazine production, parenting, 
chewing through the wrist restraints of 
a morning — are thankless. What a 
tonic, then, to behold what greets 
your every good deed in Square 
Enix's world-builder: every resident of 
your community sprints over to marvel 
at your handiwork, a torrent of hearts 
flooding out of them. A rare delight. 


MOST 
INCONGRUOUS 
ADVERT 


DEATH 
STRANDING 


Developer Kojima Productions Publisher SIE 
Format PS4 


If only you could hawk the Monsters, 
eh? There can be no good excuse for 
such shameless product placement. 
More bizarre still was the ad for 
Norman Reedus’ AMC series Ride, 
accompanying Sam Porter Bridges’ 
toilet visits. Then again, it’s since been 
renewed for a fifth season, so that's a 
job done in more ways than one. 


THE SAD 
TROMBONE AWARD 
KINE 


Developer/publisher Gwen Frey 
Format PC, PS4, Switch, Xbox One 


There have been pleny о! 
disappointments in 2019 to which this 
could apply, but Gwen Frey's brilliant 
puzzler wins for starring an actual 
sad trombone. Having seemingly 
been abandoned by his friends, poor 
Euler is left broken. You're tasked with 
helping him through a depressive 
episode - until pals Roo and Quot 
return to lighten his load. We're 
suckers for a happy ending. 


MOST DEPRESSING 
UPGRADE 


DAYS GONE 


Developer/publisher SIE (Bend Studio) 
Format PS4 


We came to Bend Studio’s open world 
expecting to battle zombies, not to pick 
sprigs of lavender. Sure, this isn't the 
first sandbox game that’s had us filling 
our pockets with flora, but rarely have 
we felt so dismayed by a skill upgrade 
than the Hawkeyed ability, which 
bears the legend ‘plants are displayed 
on the mini-map’. Ah well, it's not like 
it'll keep us waiting 20 hours for those 
zombies, hmm? Oh. 


WORST 
COMMUNITY 
MANAGEMENT 


ANTHEM 


Developer BioWare Publisher Electronic Arts 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Days after Anthem launched as an 
unfinished slip of a thing, its Twitch 
presence is minimal. Swimming 
against the tide is Gladd, a Destiny 
streamer who spends a few hours 
running a new farming route. EA's 
response to а popular streamer 
playing its new game? Banning him 
for life, for ‘breaking EA’s gameplay 
rules’. The jokes, they write themselves. 


BEST BOSS FIGHT 


SEKIRO: 
SHADOWS 
DIE TWICE 


Developer FromSoftware 
Publisher Activision Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


In a room high in Ashina Castle waits 
Sekiro's infamously punishing skill 
check, and the year's most satisfying 
boss. Genichiro Ashina has two forms 
spread across three phases, each more 
punishing, and spectacular, than the 
last; it’s the point at which Sekiro's 
parry-based combat system either clicks 
into place or falls apart forever, and 
a fight that ranks alongside the 
best FromSoft has created. 


MOST AUTHENTIC 
BRITISHNESS 


POKÉMON 
SWORD & SHIELD 


Developer Game Freak Publisher The Pokémon 
Company, Nintendo Format Switch 


Whatever criticisms can be levelled at 
Game Freak, you can't say the studio 
hasn't done its research. With its 
endless rain, Pokémon based on cups 
of tea and feeble excuses for train 
delays ("a flock of Wooloo on the 
tracks"), the Galar region is the most 
affectionate depiction of Britain since 
Fable Il, capturing our odd little island 
in all its endearing crapness. What ho! 


MOST PANICKED 
LAUNCH 


APPLE ARCADE 


Developer/publisher Various Format iOS 


We'd heard whispers throughout 
the year of the cash Apple was 
splashing around in order to meet 
Arcade’s promised 100-game launch 
target, but didn't expect it to come to 
much. Then launch day came and we 
realised our error. Once the dust 
had settled, the issue flatplan had 
been rearranged and everyone had 
stopped shouting, we were able to 
bask in what, surely, was the greatest 
launch line-up ever assembled. 


є Arcade 


UNLIKELIEST 
EARWORM 


HYPNOSPACE 
OUTLAW 


Developer Tendershoot Publisher No More Robots 
Format PC 


The star of Jay Tholen's affectionate 
satire of the Geocities-era Internet has 
to be fictional rocker The Chowder 
Man. The pick of his catalogue is 
Ready To Shave, a prog-rock opus 
whose lyrics meld ablutions with angst: 
"May this sharpened edge bring me 
peace". It’s a brilliant piece of musical 
comedy, played with a straight face 
that makes it all the funnier. 


MRUNCAEZR 


tet on ғ 
OW OER MAN 


FULLEST STOP 


LONELY 
MOUNTAIN: 
DOWNHILL 


Developer Megagon Industries 
Publisher Thunderful 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


We'll never forget showing the demo 
of Skate to a skater pal, and the noise 
they made as we carved the lip of a 
bowl: equal parts purr, moan and 
yelp, and all delight. Megagon’s bike 
physics elicit a similar noise when we 
first skid to a standstill. The back 
wheel arcs out, kicking up dust as we 
come to a stop; physics, feedback and 
responsiveness in perfect harmony. 
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ТАЕ 


LIFE 15 
STRANGE 


How embarrassing mocap sessions and MTV helped 
form gaming's most relatable heroines 


By JEN SIMPKINS 


Format 360, Android, 105, PC, PS3, PS4, Xbox One 
Developer Dontnod Entertainment 
Publisher Square Enix, Black Wing Foundation 
Origin France 
Release 2015 (360, PC, PS3, PS4, Xbox One), 2017 (iOS), 2018 (Android) 


ax Caulfield and Chloe Price are 
two of the most beloved characters 
in videogames. The winsome 
awkwardness and authenticity of 
the teenage best friends-slash-sweethearts has 
inspired endless fan art, fiction and cosplay. 
They feel more real than most — which is why it's 
so amusing to hear that the Oregon teens 
started as a pair of Frenchmen in mocop suits. 
"We did the first motion capture together," 
director Raoul Barbet says, looking over ot 
writer Jean-Luc Cano. "He played Max and 
| played Chloe." Cano also played Price's 
hardboiled stepfather, David Madsen: the 
scene, set in Price's bedroom and centred 
around a dispute over her marijuana stash, 
was the first to be blocked out in coming-of-age 
drama Life Is Strange. "That's when we realised 


we are terrible actors," Barbet laughs. 

There was no helping it at the time. Barbet 
and Cano made up twothirds of a skeleton 
team that Dontnod had sent off to work on an 
experimental side-project. The studio had just 
released Capcompublished action-adventure 
Remember Me — "It wasn't a huge success, and 
Dontnod was in quite a difficult situation," 
Barbet recalls. The studio head singled out one 
of its more unusual mechanics as something 
worthy of further exploration: the protagonist's 
ability to rewind and alter memories. Barbet, 
Cano and Michel Koch were pulled aside, 
while the rest of the developers continued to 
work on another triple-A effort. "They said, ‘We 
really like your minds, and what you've done 
with Remember Ме,” Cano says. "So make 
a small game, and the only thing you have to 
do is use the rewind mechanic." 


They locked themselves in a room and 
began to think. Cano, also a writer for films and 
TV, “wanted to make a game written like a TV 
show," he tells us. It was 2013, and Telltale 
Games was at the peak of its success. "There 
was a cliffhanger at the end of every episode, 
and you had to wait for the next one," Cano 
recalls, excitedly. "So that's what we wanted to 
do: the story of Arcadia Bay, and Max and 
Chloe, with a presentation where it's like Heavy 
Rain mixed with Telltale Games' branching stuff, 
but with the emotion of Gone Home." He had 
also just become a father. “Jean-Luc asked а 
really good question about Max's story, and 
what it means to become an adult and live with 


Indie music, both licensed and original, sets scenes. Beck's 
Whiskeyclone, Hotel City 1997 was originally the song 
playing in that first demo in Chloe’s room, Barbet tells us 


your choices,” Barbet says. Cano continues: 
"You know the story of coming of age - no 
one’s going to tell you, ‘You're ready now, 
you're grown up, you're an adult’. So when we 
have this character who is able to rewind time, 

| thought it was a good metaphor for not wanting 
to assume the decision you've made. So 
basically, the story came from the gameplay." 


"YOU KNOW THE 
STORY OF COMING 
OF AGE - NO ONE 5 
GOING TO TELL YOU, 


‘YOU'RE READY NOVY, 


YOU'RE GROWN UP” 


Indeed, one of the team’s first meetings 
about Life Is Strange revolved around whether to 
give its heroine the ability to stop time, instead 
of rewinding it. So Caulfield could physically 
pick up objects or move people to alter events? 
"That was one of the premises," Cano says. 
Another was to have the player hop between 
episodes to solve puzzles: in the first episode, 
you'd play from the protagonist's perspective, 
in the second, another character's, and so on. 
“Апа so in the first episode, you could lock 
a door," he explains. “You play the second 
episode, and the door is locked — but you could 
go back into the first episode and unlock it. But 
it was basically only mechanical. It wasn't about 
stories, about feelings.” It was a realisation that 


helped them rule out the ‘freezing time’ idea, 
too: ironically, there was more power to the 
idea that Caulfield’s supernatural ability was 
inked to feelings of indecision and regret, rather 


than simply allowing her to smack a coffee cup 
out of someone's hand. 

The team's goal, after all, was to build upon 
the games that had struck them most, from 
studios such as Telltale and Quantic Dream - 
but to explore social issues and difficult themes 
in a slightly more realistic way. "It had to be as 
sincere and accurate as possible, so we did 
a lot of research," Cano says. Yet again, 
television was an inspiration to him; the team 
watched many episodes of MTV programme If 
You Really Knew Ме. It aimed to deconstruct the 
stereotypes of social cliques by documenting the 
lives of individual American students, before 


showing the final, often personally revelatory 
film to their high-school classmates. “And they 
said, ‘If you knew me, you'd know that 
everyone's calling me a freak, but my parents 
just got divorced and my father just фес,” 
Cano says. “You have the prettiest girl in high 
school: ‘If you knew me, you'd know | have 

a problem with food and | make myself throw 
up.’ Everyone is sharing their own problems; it's 
not about category. So that was a huge 
inspiration for us. | remember my years in high 
school, Michel and Raoul also — but we tried to 
be like, ‘Okay, it's not about us - it's about kids 
today, and what they are facing now.” 

Online harassment, teen pregnancy, date- 
rape drugs, suicide, disability and even assisted 
death — from the beginning, Life Is Strange was 
intended to tackle taboo topics. "In a game, 
| think everyone on the team brings something 
of themselves," Barbet says. "The character of 
Kate, | remember, was really important for me. 
At that moment, in France, we had a lot of bad 
news about social-media harassment, and 
teenagers suffering with depression." Pushed to 
the brink by the online bullying she suffers after 
being drugged at a party, Kate Marsh threatens 
to kill herself. Only the player, as Caulfield, is 
capable of convincing Marsh to step down from 
the ledge. Although Cano can't remember who 
came up with the idea of Marsh calling 
Caulfield's phone earlier іп the episode - 


players can either choose to answer the call, or 
to ignore it so as not to antagonise Price = but 
recognises it as crucial to the ensuing scene's 
impact. "You feel like she commits suicide a little 
bit because of you," he says. "The main idea of 
the scene was how to make the player feel 
responsible, even if it's not their fault. How can 
we make people understand that harassment > 
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is bad? You can say to a teenager, ‘Come on, 
don't make fun of them’. But if you experience it 
yourself... The goal was not to shock people, 
but to get them involved." 

This socially conscious vision for Life Is 
Strange's story — still, in the year of our lord 
2014, taking a risk with two female leads, 
potentially preachy or worse, offensive or 
damaging to its players — proved a hard sell. The 
team were now five, and had their first 'vertical 
slice’ demo - that scene in Price's bedroom, 
acted by Barbet and Cano. They set up nine 
meetings with publishers, according to Cano's 
recollection (although Barbet thinks it must have 
been more]. "Eight of the publishers said, ‘No, 
it's not going to work'," Cano says. “Мо one 
is going to be interested in this story about two 
girls." It was narrative-driven, and focused оп 
everyday situations; Barbet tells us it was “very 
difficult to explain. But it was already written, 
so you can't change anything, because it has 
а cost. The scenes were there, the story, the 
mechanics, the design, the pace - it's a very 
slow-paced game, but we wanted to have this 
feeling, and it was something very different at the 
time. It's always difficult to hear ‘No, no, no,’ 
of course.” He pauses, clearly struggling with 
something. “But, let's say, | understand also that 
this project in particular wasn't so appealing. It 
was difficult to sell it. So we were lucky thot 
Square Enix saw the potential." 

The Final Fantasy maker was the only 
publisher who said yes. It had spotted the 
opportunity, Barbet believes, to bag its own 
version of Telltale's popular narrative-driven 
games at a low price and low risk. Squares 
contribution to the coffers meant that the team 
could now afford to fund the creation of all five 
episodes, update the characters' faces and 3D 
models, and market their odd little game 
properly. And, while there were many discussions 
with the publisher over sensitive scenes such as 
the assisted death in the fourth episode, ultimately 
it trusted Dontnod to do the research and the 
work needed to portray such issues in an 
accurate and respectful manner. 

That particular scene took time, as Barbet, 
Koch and Cano spoke to doctors about how 
a home would change to accommodate a 
disabled person. They also studied blogs and 
testimonials, which impressed upon them the 
importance of ensuring the character's request to 
the player to help them pass away was not as 
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Q&A 


Jean-Luc Cano 
Writer 


How did you manage 
to keep the writing 
feeling relatable, and 
American? Was the 
script originally written in French? 

Yeah, | wrote the critical path that you are 
obliged to. We have narrative designers who 
made the branching paths, NPC conversations 
and optional things. And we also have a guy 
named Christian Divine who wrote dialogue, 
because most of mine | translated into American 
English, but Christian is a native. So he was 
making his own stuff, and sparking stuff... 


Wait, is he the person who introduced the 
word ‘hella’ into the game? 
Yes! [laughs] 


Did you understand what it meant when you 
first read it? 

Absolutely not [laughs]. | said, ‘What is this?’ 
and he said, ‘Trust me on this one’. And that's 
part of the magic of Life Is Strange. He really 
found the voice of Chloe and Max. So even 
though | was giving direction with Michel and 
Raoul, writing the main path, he really put 

a lot of himself in it. 


Did players’ reactions to the episodes as they 
released encourage changes in the writing? 
Something good with the episodic format is 
that you can actually make some adjustments 
according to the reactions of the fans. We 
didn't change the story, because we can't = 
it's working, and sequences have different links 
to each other — but we can make a few small 
adjustments. When we saw that people really 
loved Warren, for example - we had a scene 
where [originally] Warren was absent. So we 
said, ‘Okay, let's put him in the scene and see 
what happens.' 


a result of their disability, but instead due to the 
financial pressure that the degenerative illness 
had put on their family. Even the editing was 
careful, the directors ensuring that the intimate 
scene was not overdramatised with music, 
intrusive Ul or complicated, exploitatively close 
camera angles. And their unhurried approach fed 
into moments in the game, too, where players are 
led to places where they can sit and process such 
events alongside Caulfield’s inner monologue. 

Of course, it was going to be tricky for 
players to relate to her with Cano's voice coming 
out from beneath the freckles. Hannah Telle and 
Ashly Burch as the voices of Caulfield and Price 


turned out to be inspired casting choices - and 
so were mocap actors Serena de Moroux and 
Gabrielle Hersh. "It was incredible to have them, 
and they put a lot of themselves into the 
characters," Barbet says. "Serena was quite 
young and shy at the time..." Cano chips in: "So 
the position of Max, when she’s like this," — he 
grips his right upper arm with his left hand, in the 
same awkward manner as the teenager = "it was 
her natural position! It was perfect." The more 
outgoing Hersh brought an irresistible energy to 
Chloe's movements — and Burch, as the voice of 
the blue-haired rebel, proved a surprise hit in the 
countless audition tapes the team received. "We 
didn't know her, or what she had done [before]," 
Barbet admits. "But the actors are incredible, and 
you see that in the intense scenes. The discovery 
of Rachel, for example - it was a really intense 
session, and everyone was crying. The ending, 

| think, was really hard for them." 

It was hard for players, too. With plenty of 
outside help, Dontnod's splinter team would 
transform their characters from two awkward guys 
with ping-pong balls glued all over them into 
relatable heroines who could challenge players 
to consider different points of view - and have 
them in tears by the game's end. Not that it 
seemed possible when they showed the first 
trailer at Gamescom 2015. "One of my friends 
called me and said, 'Are you okay? Have you 
seen the comments on YouTube?"", Cano says. 
He laughs, taking on the voice of a commenter. 
"What the fuck is this shitty game? Who wants 
to play two lesbian girls?" It was a worrying four 
months before the first episode released - to 
a very warm reception, with players forgiving 
some of the wonkier lip syncing and writing in 
favour of the pure likeability of Caulfield and 
Price, and writing scores of grateful and personal 
letters to the actors about their own experiences 
as more and more episodes released. 

And Dontnod got plenty of its own, too. 
"Nowadays, handwritten letters are quite rare," 
Barbet says. "It's not email - someone took the 
time to write it. And when it's slice-of-life, and 
difficult, and they talk about how the game has 
helped them to not make the wrong choices... 
it's intense. We keep these letters, and it's very 
moving when you read them." Cano agrees: "It 
was a fight to say, ‘Okay, that's our vision’. I'm 
really proud to have believed in this game from 
the beginning to the end - to tell a story that no 
one believed in, that touched everyone." Ш 
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© Each character has their own 

arc that can be affected, from the 
perpetually unfortunate Alyssa right 
down to fan-favourite plant Lisa. 

62 Flowchart diagrams for some 

of the branching narrative arcs. 

© The ending choice came under fire 
for disregarding previous player 
actions. For Cano, it was a chance to 
ask players if they were “happy with 
what they did before,” and give them 
a last chance to change their mind. 
© Price (far left) and Caulfield 
(bottom-right) had sharper features 
in the first prototype; after Square 
signed the game, their faces were 
remodelled to be softer and cuter. 
© A storyboard of the pivotal scene 
in the second episode, in which 
Caulfield learns her powers are not 
unlimited when Price accidentally 
puts herself in mortal danger 
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TEQUILA 
WORKS 


The Madrid studio on ‘creating 
with gusto’ and refusing to get 
drunk on success 


By Curis SCHILLING 


elebratory drinks are traditional at the 
end of any creative project. And at a 
certain Madrid studio, tequila shots 
and a distillery are central to its 
immediate posHaunch plans. Yet it's not what you 
might think. These are Tequila Works’ terms for, 
respectively, internal game jams and a small 
group tasked with conceiving and developing 
shorHorm projects that may inspire future games, 
or influence ongoing ones. This focus on creative 
experimentation is one of several smart decisions 
that has seen this boutique dev grow from two 
founders to more than 80 fulltime staff as it marks 
its tenth anniversary. Still, the studio's creative 
figurehead Raul Rubio is staying humble. "Back 
in the day, we were young and foolish," he says. 
"Now we are just old, not wiser. But when you 
grow old you look wiser, so that kind of works." 
Rubio left MercurySteam, where he had 
worked on Castlevania: Lords Of Shadow, to set 
up the studio in 2009 alongside chairwoman 
Luz Sancho. The two established a motto: 
creating with gusto. “We thought there was room 
for top-quality, small experiences," he says. "A 
smaller package, but keeping the high quality 
that we were used to as professionals. That's why 
we gathered together people from not just the 
game industry, but animation and comics too." 
Tequila Works' first game, Deadlight, 
originated from a piece of concept art painted 
by the studio's art director César Sampedro 
Guerra: a landscape in silhouette, with strange 
figures between the trees. Following a desperate 
park ranger looking for his wife and daughter, 
the game involves more flight than fight, as you 
struggle to escape the undead. Tequila Works 
drew inspiration from the cinematic platformers of 
the late "805 and early 905: Another World, 
Flashback, Prince Of Persia. And then — in the 
first case of what would become a running theme 
for Tequila Works — "everything got more 
complicated." The game became more literary in 
tone, Rubio says, with Cormac McCarthy and JG 
Ballard as reference points. "That's why we 
ended up creating this very dark tale about a 
survivor in the apocalypse who in the end is 
more like a serial killer.” He catches himself mid- 
flow. "Oh, yeah, sorry. Spoilers." He laughs. 
“Аһ, it's years later, | guess it's okay." 
Though many of its development team had 
industry experience, for its first game as an indie, 
Tequila Works had to fly by the seat of its pants — 
especially once it had staffed up. "We anticipated 
having eight or ten people in the team, and then 
we got to 18 and that was huge for us," Sancho 


Rubio wonders whether there could be room at HQ for 
another team. "I'm not saying we will, but it is doable" 


says. "In terms of time, it was far away from our 
expectations. We learned a lot." The studio's flat 
structure brought problems, too. "When everyone 
has a voice, who has the final decision?" Rubio 
asks. "But we worked out how to bring more 
order to the chaos." 

Nevertheless, Microsoft was impressed — 
enough to offer Tequila Works a publishing deal, 
plus a prime slot during its Summer Of Arcade 
campaign in 2012. Sales were healthy, and the 
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TEGUILA WORKS 


Founded 2009 

Employees 85 

Key staff Raúl Rubio (CEO, creative director], 
Luz Sancho (chairwoman), Térence Mosca 
(business development and marketing director), 
Oscar Cuesta (art director) 

URL www.tequilaworks.com 

Selected softography Deadlight, Rime, 

The Sexy Brutale, The Invisible Hours, 
WonderWorlds, Groundhog Day: Like 
Father Like Son, Gylt 

Current projects TBA 


previous limitations and at the same time dealing 
with people saying, ‘Show more, where's the 
game?’ And then we made the mistake of 
checking NeoGAF..." He laughs wryly. "That's 
when we decided to isolate ourselves." 

In the years that followed, Tequila Works came 
fo an amicable agreement with a supportive Sony. 
Both parties agreed Rime should be multiplatform, 
and the studio reacquired the rights in 2016, 
having learned not to announce too early (since 
then it has only revealed games within a year of 
release). So why had it taken so long? Did the 
studios ambitions simply get away from it? 
"Maybe Luz wants to say something about that, 


“WE GATHERED TOGETHER PEOPLE 


FROM NOT JUST THE GAMES 


INDUSTRY 


BUT ANIMATION AND COMIC BOOKS" 


studio had shrewdly retained control of the IP. 
Deadlight subsequently became even more of a 
success on PC. A Directors Cut published by 
Deep Silver followed, with PS4 and Xbox One 
launches too. Across all formats, total sales stand 
at around four million. Not bad for a debut. 


But the studio's second game almost proved 
its undoing. When Rime was first conceived, 
Tequila Works considered working with Microsoft 
again, but eventually signed with Sony. An early 
teaser trailer = which, Rubio emphasises, features 
actual gameplay footage - was shown off at 
Sony's 2013 Gamescom conference. But with 
development in its infancy, the wave of interest 
that followed was as overwhelming as it was 
unexpected. "We were eager to let the world 
know that we were doing something pretty 
special,” Rubio says. “But it almost killed us. The 
hype was something that we didn't know how to 
manage back then. There is a thin line between 
ove and hate, and fans get very passionate. We 
were trying to create something far beyond our 


like: ‘It's your fault, Radl’,” Rubio teases. “It’s your 
fault, Raúl,” Sancho deadpans. He laughs. “I 
tend to joke that the creative process of designing 
a game is like treating a tumour, in the sense that 
if you're not a good doctor it's going to grow 
and basically kill you. | guess we overreacted to 
the hype, not just because we were scared but 
because we tried to deliver what people 
expected from the game. Rime was always 
designed to be bigger than Deadlight. But we 
made it bigger still. And then we made it smaller 
again so it was truer to the original vision." 

If development of Rime was a rollercoaster, 
the highs that followed were just about worth the 
stomach lurching lows. “The biggest reward 
wasn't just the reception but the personal stories,” 
Rubio says. "When people started coming back 
to us with real situations that they wanted to share 
— how they were thankful, what it meant for them, 
how it helped them - we never imagined it could 
have such a huge impact.” 

Rime wasn't the only game Tequila Works 
released in 2017. Rubio had been keen to № 
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STUDIO PROFILE 


make a VR game ever since backing the original 
Oculus Rift model on Kickstarter and began 
prototyping an idea based on Hitchcock's Rear 
Window: a game where you would play a 
voyeur. It morphed from a 60s-set Cold War 
drama into a Victorian murder mystery courtesy of 
Rime's lead writer Rob Yescombe. The Invisible 
Hours’ experimental approach may have been 
creatively fulfilling, but Rubio admits the studio 
had no idea what to call it. “It's not a game, it's 
not a movie, what the fuck is it? But it was very 
similar to immersive theatre in the sense that you 
were inside the story. In the end, we defined it as 
‘truth is a matter of perspective’.” 

Meanwhile, the studio had moved into 
publishing, working alongside Guildford's 
Covalier Studios to co-develop timeloop puzzler 
The Sexy Brutale. Having been helped by "two 
godfathers with big hearts" (Tim Schafer and Sean 
Murray) during the studio's early days, Rubio had 
been looking for an opportunity to return the 
favour. Aware Tequila Works couldn't realistically 
help two established devs, he instead seized the 
chance to pay it forward. After offering to help 
brothers Jim and Charles Griffiths pitch their idea, 
Rubio was so impressed with their prototype that 
Tequila Works took on managing the production: 
design and code came from Guildford, while art 
and visual effects were made in Madrid. “For us 
Cavalier was not another team, or another 
entity," Rubio says. "We were working together, 
as pals. It worked because we respected their 
design. Because of that, The Sexy Brutale is 
probably one of the games we're most proud of.” 


With iOS action-adventure 
WonderWorlds arriving in November 2017, 
Tequila Works had turned out four games within 
a year. “It was too much. For the future we know 
that our limit is two games every two or three 
years. That was a very big lesson for us,” Sancho 
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Marketing and business development honcho Térence Mosca on The Distillery: “The goal 


says. “It's not really about the hours because we 
have a very strict policy in the studio to do no 
crunch," Rubio says. “That's something back in the 
day we were proud of: we were one of the few 
studios in Spain that paid overtime. We are all 
developers, even the managers and the business 
guys. So we know the consequences of that." 
Even so, 2017 had stretched Tequila Works 
too far. Something had to change. And something 
did, with the birth of the studio's Tequila Shots 
initiative — an idea which Rubio gleefully admits 
to having copied from Double Fine. Keen not to 
restrict jams to the end of projects, when staff 
were tired, it opened The Distillery. Rubio likens 
this to an R&D department, in that it's constantly 


with prototypes is not: 'OK, boom, you can start pre-production'. The fact that we're a bit 
bigger gives us time to look at several ideas and pick up the one we really want to pursue" 


Tequila Works to expand its reach. So what does 
the studio think of Stadia = is it a game-changer? 
“It's not supposed to be changing the whole 
industry, it's just adding more possibilities," Rubio 
says. "Remember when people complained that 
Candy Crush letting your granny play games on 
her phone was going to be the end of the 
industry? It’s not. It's just another path." 

Another path, another way forward for a team 
that doesn't like to stick to the beaten track. It 
doesn't seem like Tequila Works has found it hard 
fo stay true to its motto. But has its definition of 
‘creating with gusto’ changed over a decade? 
"Back in the day, we said our creative process 
was defined as tango à trois, which means we're 


“WE STRIVE TO CREATE SOMETHING 


THAT 
TIME 


IS BEAUTIFUL, 


experimenting with concepts: “All ideas are good 
on paper, but implementing is expensive and 
exhausting. But when you plan it as a game jam, 
everything moves faster. Even if it's ugly, nobody 
cares because it's only for us. And then it became 
successful to the point that it started defining the 
future of the company." 

Tequila Works has, in other words, become 
more flexible. "The problem when you grow is 
that you may start to become more like a dinosaur 
or an elephant," Rubio says. "Every move that 
you make needs to be planned carefully because 
otherwise you're going to break a lot of stuff.” 
Hence its plan to release one game a year, a rule 
it broke in 2019 thanks to Stadia-exclusive horror 
Gylt. With Google's streaming service aiming to 
make games more accessible to a mainstream 
audience, the appeal is obvious. It's a chance for 


BUT AT THE SAME 
IS MEANINGFUL AND DEEP” 


trying to dance but instead of just two lovers, 
we have three - art, design and technology, all 
trying to follow the others’ steps.” Rubio says. 
"Then we have audio, who are basically 
improvising the melody. At the same time, the 
level designers are creating the floor around us." 
Sounds complicated. "It is kind of 
complicated," Rubio replies, "But we see it as 
a dance because we want to feel that there's 
an equilibrium. Some games are driven by 
technology to showcase how powerful they are. 
Some are driven by design where the gameplay 
is the most important thing. And some are very 
artistic experiences. We'll always try to find that 
balance, not just to ensure that everyone feels that 
they are the ones driving the dance. We strive to 
create something that is beautiful, but at the same 
lime is meaningful and deep. It's that simple." B 


Ө Despite its success, 
working on zombie 
thriller Deadlight 
convinced Tequila Works 
that being a one-project 
studio was too risky. 

© Rubio on The Sexy 
Brutale: “When England 
and Spain are not at war 
for centuries, they can 
actually build something 
amazing together.” 

©) As a piece of 
interactive theatre, 


F- 


The Invisible Hours 

is short but extremely 
replayable. 

© There's a strong 
LittleBigPlanet vibe 

to WonderWorlds, 

an imaginative iOS 
adventure from 
Guildford studio 
Glowmade. 

© Horror-lite Gylt stood 
out in the Stadia launch 
line-up as the service's 
only exclusive title 
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Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Play content 
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STILL 
PLAYING 


Pokémon Sword Switch 

With Galar conquered and our Pokédex 
filled, its time to hunt for those elusive 
Gigantamax forms. As luck would have it, 
we hit the jackpot immediately, catching a 
limited-release Snorlax with our first ball. 
This chunky fellow has a preposterously 
high HP stat, but its his design we find most 
appealing: lying flat on his back with his 
belly in the air, he looks like a cautionary 
tale against festive-season overindulgence. 


Tetris Effect PC 

We hadn't expected much from the PC 
version of Enhance Games' puzzle 
masterpiece. Surely it couldn't offer us 
anything we didn't already have on PS4 
and PSVR? The answer comes in the latter 
stages of a run through Journey mode. On 
a TV, it is here that mistakes start to arrive; 
in VR, the sudden surge in pace can 
overwhelm. Sitting two feet from an 
enormous screen, however, is just about 
perfect, and we breeze through 
Metamorphosis at the first attempt. 


Sleeping Dogs PC 

One of the most pleasing rites of passage 
when you build a new PC is going back to 
an old favourite and cranking the settings 
up to maximum (another is modding the 
crap out of a fresh Skyrim install and, yes, 
we've been doing that too). United Front’s 
kung-fu caper may be showing its age in 
places, but it's still beautiful from certain 
angles, especially when you throw some 
2019-era processing power at it. A delight. 
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Shenmue III 
PC, PS4 


Death Stranding 
PC, PS4 


Pathologic 2 
PC, Xbox One 


Phoenix Point 
PC, Xbox One 


Life Is Strange 2 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Wattam 
PC, PS4 


A Plague Tale: Innocence 
PC, Р54, Xbox One 


Tangle Tower 
PC, Switch 


The Touryst 
Switch 


Pistol Whip 
Index, Quest, Rift, Vive 


Mopping up 


The true measure of a good game is how hard you find it to call it finished. 
Most of the time, when the credits roll, you move on to the next game in your 
pile of shame. But every so often, you find a game you can't quite let go of. 
Maybe it’s an open-world game that lets you back in after the final mission to 
chip away at your quest log; perhaps it’s an action game that reloads your 
save just before the point of no return. There might be a New Game+ mode, 
or a character-class system that offers a completely different second (or third, 
or fourth) playthrough. Most games offer something like this these days; only 
rarely do we take them up on it. 

Even rarer is the sort of game whose runtime you deliberately extend trom the 
start: hoovering up sidequests and stripping an area clean of treasures before 
moving on. This month yields two of them. Given the 18-year wait, it seems 
inappropriate to sprint through Shenmue Ill (098), and it is 
a game that eagerly rewards the leadentooted explorer. 
And with our initial failed sprint to the finish line in Death 
Stranding (p102) now over, we appreciate the benefits of 
taking our time in Hideo Kojima's confounding game, which 
for all its pervasive threats is an oddly serene work. 

We've been doing some mopping up of our own this 
month: Edge has a pile of shame too. In our monthly sprints 
to the mag-production finish line, our gaze invariably passes 
over a few games that we ought to have covered. These 
things nag at you, so with the Q4 rush of releases easing up, 
now's a good time to put things right. We're starting a new 
tradition: іп our annual awards issue we'll devote space 
in Play to a few highlights we missed out on during the 
preceding 12 months, clearing out the past year's questlog 


before moving onto the next chapter. We'll see you there. 
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or so many years, Shenmue III has been associated 

with the concept of impossibility. At one time, it 

was thought that a third entry in the series would 
never be made. After the game’s Kickstarter campaign 
raised over $6.3 million, even the most positive players 
must have realised that making a faithful Shenmue 
sequel on that budget would be unfeasible, and the 
December 2017 target date could not be met. Yet here 
it is. After 18 years, we’re able to resume Ryo Hazuki’s 
quest for vengeance, and remarkably it feels largely as 
we had imagined it might a couple of generations ago — 
though that isn’t always to the game’s credit. 

Yu Suzuki has made no secret of the fact that 
Shenmue IIT does not conclude the series — and where 
the creator is unhurried in his approach to reaching 
the story’s conclusion, the game design follows suit. 
Shenmue ІП follows directly from the events of Shenmue 
IT's final chapter, and inherits the languid pace of that 
particularly ponderous stretch of the story. As Hazuki 
wanders about his new surroundings, the sleepy rural 
village of Bailu, there is precious little in the way of 
urgency to be found. When questioning the villagers, 
Hazuki scarcely seems moved by the fact that his new 
friend Shenhua has no idea why her dad has disappeared, 
and the villagers are barely animated about the random 
attacks they’ve recently suffered. Though you quickly 
find a dojo where you can practice martial arts, it will be 
hours before Hazuki first encounters any actual danger, 
and the first QTE sequence of importance doesn’t show 
up until even later than that. 


This relaxed pace was a defining characteristic of 
the previous Shenmue games, and having attracted so 
much funding from fans, Ys Net has been careful not 
to adjust the formula too greatly. To some extent, the 
pace is the point, too. With no pressure to tackle 
emergencies, you feel quite happy to spend time playing 
Wacky Mole at the arcade, or simply exploring the 
beautiful Chinese countryside — and unlike in previous 
games, these activities feed into your main goals. 
Where buying drinks and snacks was a fun but rather 
pointless act in past games, the drinks now serve as 
health-recovery items, and you can obtain move scrolls 
at discounted prices by trading capsule toys or other 
items at pawn shops. Earn high scores on the arcade 
games and you'll be rewarded with tickets that you 
can gamble away for further items — and while the 
coin-ops on offer are no longer the hits upon which 
Yu Suzuki's reputation was built, the tributes to the 
electromechanical games of old are still thoroughly 
enjoyable. The dense nature of Shenmue's open-world 
design remains its allure almost two decades on, and 
this time the game design feels rather more coherent. 
The game's strength at finding the joy in mundane 
tasks is most apparent in its job system. Earning money 
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Shenmue III 


Developer Ys Net 
Publisher Deep Silver 
Format PC, PS4 (tested) 
Release Out now 


It feels largely 
as we had 
imagined it 
might a couple 
of generations 
ago — though 
that isn’t always 
to its credit 


is an important aspect of the game, and as in 

Shenmue II, you have the freedom to approach this task 
as you wish. While the thrills of fishing or gambling on 
frog races should be apparent to everyone, even the least 
glamorous of occupations is enhanced with a little bit of 
arcade flair — chop logs with the requisite precision, for 
example, and you'll be treated to some of After Burner’s 
music to increase the tension and excitement. Old fans 
of the series will also be thrilled to know that forklift 
driving returns, and even time spent sightseeing can be 
time well spent, so long as you pick up some herbs to 
sell to makers of medicine. 

You will want to spend some time exploring the 
environments, too: they are frequently gorgeous, 
brimming with colour and packed with natural detail. 
Unfortunately, other aspects of the game’s visual 
presentation are much less alluring. Though 
performance problems are hardly ruinous, the 
uncapped framerate does introduce a level of 
inconsistency, though this is mitigated a little on 
PS4 Pro. The more troubling issue is that, while 
the Shenmue games have always lavished more visual 
detail on their main cast than their multitude of 
background characters, the disparity has never been this 
pronounced. Townsfolk and thugs range from looking 
reasonable to being rather cartoonish caricatures, to the 
point that they appear rather out of place in a game 
released in 2019 — especially compared to some of the 
better examples. 

The problems go beyond the visuals. The plot is 
not the only slow aspect of the game, and we can’t 
help but feel that there are some changes Ys Net could 
have made that even the most passionate of fans would 
have embraced. For example, each morning you have 
the opportunity to pick up some fruit before Hazuki 
leaves to continue his investigations. Should you 
choose to do so, Hazuki will reach out, clasp his hand 
around it at a speed slightly slower than an actual 
person would, and then pick it up — an action that must 
be repeated for each of the pieces you wish to pick up. 
Is there any good reason not to offer the option to 
simply take all of them? There are other, similar, 
bugbears, too. Hazuki’s movement has been improved, 
but trying to get him to change direction while climbing 
a staircase is oddly difficult. And once a conversation 
has been initiated, it must always be followed to 
completion. These little frustrations could have been 
written off as idiosyncratic design decisions 20 years 
ago, but today they feel like wastes of time. 

The biggest changes that have been made are the 
introduction of more traditional RPG mechanics. You 
now have a health gauge that carries between regular 
exploration and battles, and food items restore defined 
values of health — and you’ll need to eat regularly, 


since his health decreases with every action. You сап № 
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Fights involving multiple 
enemies become more common 
later in the game, and it's here that 
the loss of throw moves hurts – the 
ability to send enemies crashing 
into their comrades in a direction 
of your choice is sorely missed. 

Though the combat system is 
satisfying once you adjust to its 
rhythm, it is never explained in any 
depth, leaving you to puzzle out its 
workings through practice and 
exploration of the skill book menu. 

QTE chase sequences retain 
the cinematic flair they were 
designed to support, although 
your failure to complete them 
produces many of the best 
moments, thanks to numerous 
scenes of slapstick comedy 


" One-Inch Punch. 


increase Hazuki's endurance by taking part in solo 
training, while sparring with a partner raises his attack 
level — and with the new level system, it's easy to gauge 
the effectiveness of your training efforts. 

Once Hazuki is engaged in combat, more changes 
become apparent. Though battles are still conducted in 
realtime, some adjustments have been made with the 
view to accommodating players who are less skilled at 
action games. Performing moves no longer requires any 
directional inputs, and complex moves can be assigned 
to R2 — up to five at a time, selected with the shoulder 
buttons. It's also possible to heal yourself in combat 
using the expensive Snake Power drink, and any 
difficulties can usually be overcome with some training 
to raise Hazuki's level. Though it's hard not to feel like 
some depth has been lost, especially with the loss of 
throw moves, this is still a system that rewards skill, 
as good reflexes and a little planning will let you win 
fights with less training. 

However, the major way in which Shenmue III falls 
short of its predecessors is in how it handles your 
progression through the story. You're rarely allowed to 
seek an alternate way to progress after failing a QTE 
or losing a fight, as was sometimes possible in 
Shenmue II. But the bigger problem is that the two 
sections of the game, the first set in Bailu and the 
second in Niaowu, follow such similar trajectories. In 
both cases, your progress is gated by the need to beat 
fighters of a certain rank at the local dojo, and acquire 
a highly priced item. Once in a game, this can feel 
natural (after all, the second game required you to 
accumulate a large amount of cash to face the street 
fighters in Kowloon). But when that narrative path 
is repeated with almost no deviation, and without 
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І SEE 

Voice acting has never been the 
series' strong suit, but for fans 
the stilted dialogue and B-movie 
performances are all part of the 
charm. Hazuki's English voice 
actor, Corey Marshall, has 
reprised his role for Shenmue Ill 
and though the closest our hero 
gets to asking for sailors is an 
enquiry as to how he might 
borrow a boat, there's some 
evidence that Ys Net has leaned 
into this and is in on the fun. 
Hazuki remarks that he's been 
described as cold and distant, a 
common criticism, and his 
historical awkwardness with 
women is played up during a 
number of conversations. 

And if you're somehow immune 
to the charms of the English 
voice work, a Japanese voice 
option is also available. 


The variety of new martial arts minigames reflects the increased 
importance of training — Hazuki's health is directly tied to his endurance 
level, and his attack power reflects his mastery of diverse moves 


anything as spectacular as that game's chainsaw chase, 
it feels like box-ticking. Yes, Suzuki and team need to 
meet the expectations of the fans who have funded the 
game's development. Here, that goes too far. 


Evaluating Shenmue III is a difficult task. Many 
players will have made their purchasing decision years 
ago, and for some it could never be enough — not 
without the budget to push technological boundaries 
in the same way as its predecessors, and certainly not 
after 18 years of anticipation. For others, the mere fact 
it exists at all is sufficiently satisfying. The opportunity 
to experience the next chapter of Hazuki's journey 

is one that many thought they would never receive, 
and the relative quality of the game matters little. 
Ultimately, this is an authentic Shenmue experience, 
and judged by those standards alone Ys Net has 
delivered exactly what it set out to achieve. 

But the overriding sensation is that, 18 years of 
waiting later, this is not the game we had dreamed of. 
The narrowly missed potential is clearest in the game's 
final chapter. The later enemy encounters are easily 
the most satisfying of the entire game, and the story 
lurches into life in the final hour, heading off in 
directions that open up intriguing possibilities for 
the next game. And despite the areas in which it 
clearly struggles, Shenmue III does ultimately leave 
us wanting to see how those plot developments are 
resolved, and to take our virtual tourism to a new 
frontier. Whether we, and Hazuki, will get that 
opportunity... we'll see. 


PLAY 


Post Script 


A game that proves the value of a strong community spirit 


ith the benefit of hindsight, Dreamcast was 
always the most fitting birthplace for the 
Shenmue series. Sega’s final attempt to 
conquer the console market was an optimistic 
endeavour in many ways, but perhaps most of all in 
its desire to bring people together through play. Long 
before social media was being weaponised to divide 
communities, ChuChu Rocket’s connection screen was 
warning people “you’ll be playing with people you don’t 
know so remember to be polite" Such a warning seems 
quaint now, in the same way that Shenmue’s vision of 
mid-'80s Yokosuka seemed quaint then. Hazuki's 
familiarity with everyone from his neighbours to the 
local shop owners suggested a level of community 
cohesion that felt unlikely, and now feels almost alien. 
For many players, the feeling of being dropped into 
a functioning community was a great part of Shenmue’s 
appeal, and some greatly preferred the relatively intimate 
setting of the original game to the less cosy streets of 
Hong Kong in Shenmue II. For those players, Shenmue III 
will come as a welcome relief as Bailu's citizens form a 
tight-knit community. When you first visit the village, 
Hazuki is regarded with suspicion and even hostility 
due to recent attacks from outsiders. The mood 
changes after he's properly introduced by Shenhua, and 
suspicion gives way to fascination. Frequently, Hazuki 
will come across someone new, only for them to assume 
that he's Shenhua's new friend, the visitor from Japan. 
As Hazuki's conversations with the villagers become 
friendlier and they begin to make requests of him, you 
come to know them in turn. Soon, you find yourself 
avoiding the old woman at the Hermit's Nest who 
rambles pointlessly, and hearing rumours from the local 
kids about the local women's impressions of Hazuki. 
The sense of community within this virtual village 
can awaken a powerful nostalgic feeling for a place 
you've never lived in, and conditions you've never lived 
under. Life is undeniably slow in Bailu. Many streets are 
still lit by torches, and most homes have little in the 
way of technology, but the children enjoy playing 
together in the sunflower maze and drawing pictures in 
the dirt. The adults converse from opposite sides of the 
well in the village square. Once Hazuki is done with his 
business in the village, he returns to Shenhua's home. 
Without much to distract him, he spends his time 
conversing with her as she knits or cooks, sharing 
stories from his childhood and learning more about his 
temporary housemate's personality. Though the 
character development and exposition provided in these 
scenes is important, the atmosphere they provide is 
more so — these domestic scenes are so rare in games. 
Once Hazuki reaches Niaowu, the city environment 
allows Shenmue IIT's virtual community to give way to 


For many 
players, the 
feeling of being 
dropped into 

a functioning 
community was 
a great part of 
the appeal 


its real one. Take time to look at the hotel guestbook 
and you'll see messages left by the game's Kickstarter 
backers, including names that will be familiar to those 
who have spent time in the community. Visiting the 
city's temples, you'll see more representation of those 
that placed their faith in Yu Suzuki's vision. Shenmue IIT 
would not exist were it not for the persistence of those 
touched by prior entries in the series, and without the 
Internet as a platform to organise, it's unlikely that they 
would have made their voices heard. It's a powerful 
reminder of the good that can be done online. 

Niaowu also gives Hazuki a chance to reconnect 
with the communities he has left behind over the 
course of his journey, as he can purchase international 
phone cards that allow him to check in on his friends 
from past games. Some calls focus on his relationships 
with those characters — including amusing skits in 
which he completely fails to understand Joy's point of 
view — but others serve to remind you of his roots. In 
the first game, Hazuki helped a young girl named 
Megumi to raise a stray kitten, and if he phones home 
he'll discover that she has tried to visit him to show 
how well the cat is doing now. She's sad to learn that he 
has gone on a long journey, and it's hard not to feel for 
her — and for Hazuki, confronted with the fact that his 
quest has left a small void in his own community. 

The march of technological progress has changed 
society enormously since the days of Dreamcast, and 
the promise of a connected world has not granted us 
the increased social cohesion that may have been 
anticipated — if anything, it's had the opposite effect. 
Where you might have exchanged a few friendly words 
with the cashier on a shopping trip, the words you're 
most likely to hear now are “unexpected item in bagging 
area." Idle chatter about the weather at the bus stop is 
solely the preserve of the older generations, as people 
are increasingly absorbed by their phones. Polls have 
often shown that many of use don't even know our 
neighbours by name, yet we were instantly able to 
recall Mao Meimei as the operator of the prize exchange 
at the Panda Market. There exists a real possibility 
that in today's unsociable world, some Shenmue IIT 
players will feel more integrated in Bailu's community 
than their own. 

However, if community spirit is truly in decline, that 
makes games like Shenmue III more vital than they were 
in the late ’90s. The community that came together to 
make the game happen will spend time discussing it, 
exploring it and helping others by sharing tips. And if 
the in-game reminder of the closeness that our 
societies have lost can inspire some people to develop 
bonds within their local areas, that must be worthwhile. 
If not, at least we have an acceptable digital substitute. Bl 
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Death Stranding 


am Porter Bridges sighs as he waits for a zipline to 

be 3D printed into existence. “Patience is a virtue, 

I guess,” he mutters. Quite so. It’s a lesson we’ve 
learned in our time with Hideo Kojima’s latest opus. 
Half an hour prior, we witness the deliveryman stumble 
forward into a rocky overhang, causing several of the 
packages piled up on his back to roll all the way down 
the steep incline we’ve just climbed. Elsewhere, he 
inexplicably strides into a river instead of stepping onto 
the ladder spanning it. Listing to the left, his teetering 
tower collides with the makeshift bridge, the current 
sweeping half the load downstream. Not so much a 
virtue, then, as a minimum requirement. 

Physics and control flubs notwithstanding, that’s 
precisely the point in a game designed as a break from 
your average open-world gig. The titular event has left 
the US in ruins — so broken that it looks like Iceland — 
and it’s your job, in a typically unsubtle subversion of 
Trumpian rhetoric, to ‘make America whole again’ You 
traipse between small colonies — Knots — delivering 
resources and tying them together via the ‘chiral 
network; a kind of surrogate Internet. You'll encounter 
threats, from groups of bandits to BTs, spectral entities 
bound to our world by wispy strands. But the challenge 
lies in keeping cargo intact; the rain here accelerates 
the age of anything it touches, the condition of your 
packages deteriorating unless you can find shelter. 


Your conflict, then, is with the world rather than 
anyone in it. This isn't so much a walking sim as a 
stumbling sim, as you struggle against the elements and 
uneven ground. A rain-slicked downslope can be as 
dangerous as a trek through snow, the only difference 
being the speed of your steps. Even a molehill-sized 
bump on flat ground can cause problems, the packages 
attached to your back, shoulders and hips all impeding 
your balance, speed and stamina as you squeeze either 
trigger to right yourself — though it's often easier to 
keep both held down for the duration. Journeys between 
waypoints are rarely more than a means to an end; in 
Death Stranding, they're the whole game. 

Up to a point, it works. When a Knot comes into 
view, the soles of your boots having worn away, the 
packages on your back visibly rusted, Sam breathing 
heavily as his stamina meter nears zero, the relief is as 
potent as the thrill of a new discovery in Breath Of The 
Wild. When you hand in a delivery that you've managed 
to keep in good nick, it's hard to deny the satisfaction of 
a job well done. It's the effort heuristic in full effect: the 
arduousness of the journey and the gratefulness of your 
recipients convinces you that this is worthwhile work. 

Endless positive reinforcement drills that home; 
likewise, when you graduate from leaving ladders and 
climbing ropes to building and upgrading structures to 
help yourself and others. Against the bleakly beautiful 
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Your conflict is 
with the world 
rather than 
anyone in it. 
This isn't so 
much a walking 
sim as d 
stumbling sim 


a 
4 
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PLOT STRANDED 

Kojima’s story is parcelled out in 
relatively small portions — until a 
late-game barrage of expository 
cinematics fills in all the gaps. 
For the first half, each episode 
introduces a new character (we 
use the term loosely; they're little 
more than plot devices) though 
their quests are often tenuously 
linked. The quality of the 
performance capture is beyond 
reproach, while the actors do 
their best: Reedus is well-cast as 
a man whose job is to make 
connections yet doesn't like 
being touched, while Mads 
Mikkelsen lends a quiet gravitas 
to his former soldier. The women 
fare less well, though only one 
scene involving Léa Seydoux's 
Fragile indulges Kojima's worst 
instincts. The criticism that he 
can't write female characters is 
misleading; on this evidence he 
can't write men either. 


landscapes, these man-made constructions are an 
eyesore, though that's in keeping with the theme of 
humanity's environmental impact. Collectively, they 
make life easier — bikes and trucks, which handle 
appallingly, are only worth using once a strip of tarmac 
lets you bypass terrorist territory. Thus, having spent 
years ignoring such advice, we end up smashing that 
‘like’ button to reward our fellow builders. Yet these 
digital pats on the back and the ranking system at the 
end of each delivery spoil the idea of this being a purely 
altruistic mission (and at worst, cheapen the value of 
human life: a few hundred likes to rescue a loved one?). 
And if the game is most satisfying when conquering its 
toughest challenges, then removing those little frictions 
surely lessens the sense of achievement. It begins to 
feel like woke Twitter: performative do-gooding for 
likes and the accompanying dopamine hit. 

Besides, with persistence, Death Stranding isn’t that 
difficult. Resist the temptation to sprint everywhere 
and you'll only have trouble during the BT encounters. 
Should they spot you — and given their habit of 
teleporting just as you're about to sever their cord, 
you'll sometimes alert them through no fault of your 
own — you'll need to drag yourself slowly through an 
oily lake, hammering Square to shake them off. We 
revert to tiptoeing past them while crouching, and they 
stop being a problem. Indeed, action interludes, including 
three shooting sequences, appear to have been designed 
to make the walking parts look good by comparison. 

While you'll certainly feel more attached to the 
world than the people in it, Death Stranding isn't quite 
as new as some have suggested. When we squeeze the 
triggers to grip onto a rock, we're reminded of Grow 
Home. As Reedus heaves himself back up to his feet 
after a fall, we flashback to Hyper Light Drifter's 
wounded hero. The Stillness Of The Wind tells a story of 
solitude, backbreaking labour and finding purpose in a 
hardscrabble life — and more efficiently, too. Sky: 
Children Of The Light invites you to help others 
negotiate tricky environments while providing a 
stronger sense of human connection. And we haven't 
forgotten how Q-Games' sadly departed The Tomorrow 
Children encouraged its players to toil together to create 
a better kind of dystopia. As for the novelty of building 
things other players can use in a shared world, might we 
introduce you to an obscure indie gem called Minecraft? 

But pause, as Death Stranding often invites us to do, 
and consider the bigger picture. There is, after all 
something quietly revelatory about a big-budget 
videogame that has as much in common with the work 
of Bennett Foddy as Ubisoft's boilerplate sandboxes. Far 
from a masterpiece, then, but Kojima's first post- 
Konami release has laid the foundations for something 
greater. Which is fitting, since that's what he's В 
had us doing for 60-odd hours. 


ABOVE There's rarely a good reason 
not to use the auto-arrange function 
for cargo. In theory, a lower back- 
stack makes you harder to spot in 
long grass, but human enemies are 
rarely an issue. You can simply ping 
your own scanner to cancel theirs. 
RIGHT You're encouraged to use 
haematic rounds (bullets containing 
Sam's blood) when fighting the 

BTs, though they often seem 
disinterested in attacking you. 

It's usually easier to simply wade 
through the oil and escape 


BELOW This is your Bridge Baby, 
who travels with you in a portable 
womb and alerts you to imminent 
peril from BTs. Equal parts cute and 
creepy, they'll cry after a fall; rock 
the controller to pacify them 


ABOVE An elegiac epilogue asks you to make one final journey, this time 
without the use of your map. It's a moving piece of visual storytelling, 
spoiled by the shamelessly manipulative cutscene that follows » 
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Day after day... 


We hadn't seen Higgs unmasked when 
we hit the 40-hour mark for E339's Нуре 
piece - the story is heavily backloaded 


Post Script 


Sorry we missed you: pondering the implications of the Edge review that wasn't 


e had not, honestly, expected our 

initial decision not to review 

Death Stranding in E339 to be so 
controversial. Perhaps we should have seen it 
coming: Hideo Kojima’s legend means he 
attracts an avid fanbase, whose passion for his 
work is rivalled only by the fervour of his 
legion of detractors. Depending on who you 
asked, our decision was either the work of a 
publication that didn’t understand Kojima’s 
genius, or the one that saw through the facade 
and unmasked the hack within; we were either 
the brave outlet taking a stand, or a timid one 
sliding into irrelevancy. The truth, as ever, lies 
somewhere in the middle of it all, and rather 
more tamely than has been received. Now the 
game is in the wild, our review has been 
completed and our Twitter mentions have 
calmed down, we think it’s worth unpacking. 

First, as we said in a Dispatches response 

last month, developers and publishers are free 
to ask whatever they like of publications to 
which they are supplying free review code in 
advance of release. While we cannot recall an 
offer of early code ever previously being 
contingent on a promise to finish the game, it 
is not so outlandish a request; if we are to 
review something, we naturally intend to 
complete it. The overwhelming majority of 
games Edge reviews each issue get finished 
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before we turn our attention to the page. The 
request, in and of itself, is fine. 

Yet things are a little knottier in Death 
Stranding’s case, since we didn’t know what 
we were letting ourselves in for. It had been 
shrouded in secrecy ever since announcement. 
When we sit down with a new Final Fantasy, 
we know it’ll be 50 or more hours before the 
credits roll. Equally, we know some hot new 
indie narrative adventure will likely be done 
and dusted by teatime. Yes, the smart money 
was on Death Stranding being some sprawling 
epic, but right up until the last people were 
speculating whether Kojima was pulling the 
wool over the industry’s eyes and was actually 
making the most lavish walking sim the world 
had ever seen. Maybe it would be somewhere 
in between, given that Sony’s firstparty 
output throughout the PS4 era has tended 
to come in at around the 20-hour mark. 

None of this is to say that Sony was late 
with review code. Indeed, it has been one of 
the better companies for getting games into 
reviewers’ hands in a timely manner this 
generation, particularly — though not 
exclusively — when it is a game about which it 
is confident. Death Stranding is not a game to 
be sprinted through; indeed, the faster you try 
to go, the more frustrating it becomes. As it 
assesses the game’s mixed critical reception, 


Sony may wonder what might have been had 
it given the press another week or two. 

The game was slightly different back then, 
too, the idea of networked players invisibly 
helping each other out by collaboratively 
building a transport network underserved by 
the modest number of players that were 
reviewing it. And if you can bring yourself to 
drop a few likes on a generator built by a 
YouTuber with some outspoken views on the 
intersection of videogames and social justice, 
you’re made of stronger stuff than us. 

If there’s a lesson in all of this, it’s that 
perhaps Kojima was given a little too much 
control. Not over how the game was designed 
or developed — though there’s another Post 
Script or six in that — but in how it was 
marketed, or not. For all his desire to build a 
sense of mystery around the game, a few more 
preview beats might have been useful to shape 
expectations; given the size and pace of the 
thing, marketing should perhaps have insisted 
the press be given longer to review it — or held 
it back until launch, given the importance of a 
busy live network to how the game feels to 
play. We’ve learned from it too, and while we 
have always sought to be as timely in our 
reviews as a print publication can be, we will 
not be so hasty in future. We hope any future 
delayed deliveries will be worth the wait. B 
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Pathologic 2 


athologic 2 is intended to be “almost unbearable”. 

That’s what it tells you in the difficulty settings, 

a feature reluctantly added by the developer after 
this magnificent, tormenting reboot struggled to entice 
players accustomed to the gentler ordeals of western- 
made RPGs. It certainly captures our mood, a third of 
the way through, when we discover that we’ve caught 
the plague we’re supposed to be curing — yet another 
threat to our health bar, on top of thirst, hunger, fatigue, 
muggers and the occasional Molotov cocktail. 

A budding haruspex (in Roman days, somebody who 
read the entrails of sacrificed animals, but here treated 
as synonymous with ‘surgeon’), we arrive in the slurry- 
brown backwater of Town-on-Gorkhan full of grand 
intentions. As we descend from the train, we’re set 
upon by thugs convinced we’ve murdered our own 
father. A few hours later, the plague escapes from its 
apparent bolthole in the town’s fortified abattoir. Deadly 
miasmas seep from district to district, night after night, 
killing off key characters at random. Houses are boarded 
up, water supplies run low, store prices skyrocket and 
whole plot threads unravel as those concerned succumb. 
After 15 hours of this, we’re little more than a beggar 
with a rusty scalpel, pitifully unequal either to the 
disease or the social dynamics of a setting that makes 
Silent Hill look like Kakariko Village. 


Death is never further than a few moments away, 
and dying, in this game, is always the prologue to a 
greater nightmare. Each time you expire you are whisked 
away to a shrouded theatre, where a cane-twirling 
director welcomes you as though casting a starring role, 
only to saddle you with a permanent debuff. The theatre 
is the heart of Town, or more accurately one of its 
stomachs: it’s where the plague’s victims are kept for 
treatment and, in all probability, dissection. But that 
stage extends beyond the theatre; its malignant energy 
saturates the game. At one juncture a bell rings and the 
streets are suddenly full of extras in pantomime masks, 
pointing wordlessly. Elsewhere you'll encounter 
orderlies, or creatures who say they're orderlies, in 
macabre costumes of beak and bone. 

It's the first of many disquieting suggestions that 
the plague is as much a sickness of the soul and society 
as a biological pest. You can hold it at bay, brewing 
herbal tinctures to boost a character's immunity levels, 
or determining which kinds of antibiotic to prescribe. 
But to seriously reckon with the curse, you'll have to 
plunge your hands into the guts of a setting that isn't 
just hazardous, but fundamentally wrong. 

Even without the plague, the town's layout is a work 
of calculated obstruction, almost adversarial in how it 
resists efforts to commit it to memory. The buildings 
range from squalid to otherworldly: on the outskirts 
you'll find a glowing, gravity-defying structure called 
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Developer Ісе-Ріск Lodge 
Publisher TinyBuild Games 
Format PC (tested), Xbox One 
Release Out now 


Each day is a 
mass of clashing 
schedules, 
blackening the 
map screen like 
spots of mould 


TRIO AND TERROR 
Pathologic 2 actually has three 
protagonists, but only the first 
of them is playable in the game 
as it stands. You encounter the 
other two in the game, 
however; in a wonderful, 
maddening touch, they'll often 
disagree with you about how 
to handle the plague and may 
actively inconvenience or thwart 
you. The well-groomed 
Bachelor, for example, issues 

a proscription on water usage 
at one point. The sorcerous 
Changeling has more 
imaginative ways of ruining 
your day, which we won't 

spoil — suffice to say you should 
be careful when disagreeing 
with her. Sadly, the game's slow 
sales and subsequent layoffs at 
Ice-Pick Lodge leave the 
addition of these characters' 
stories in question. 


the Polyhedron, like a whirlpool recreated in glass. The 
populace are at each other's throats — in particular, 
there's trouble brewing between the townsfolk and the 
persecuted nomads who live out in the Steppes. 
Ominous traditions prevail: there's a ban on digging 
holes, which may have something to do with the fact 
that, in certain spots, you can hear the soil groaning 
underfoot like a wounded beast. 

These sights and sounds demand investigation, but 
between tending to your character's basic needs and 
aiding the sick, you'll barely have a second to spare. 
Pathologic 2 is ferociously unforgiving about time. Each 
day is a mass of clashing schedules, blackening the map 
screen like spots of mould. Critical events unfold all 
across the town, some revealed to you at dawn, others 
discovered by chance as you hurry from district to 
district. The associated quests are usually only available 
till midnight, and there's little indication as to which 
should take priority. The game's guiding truth is that 
you cannot help everyone, and for every opportunity 
you seize, there will be a number that slip through your 
fingers. It's in that impossible to-do list, above all, that 
Pathologic 2 risks losing players otherwise captivated by 
the horrors of the setting. But this also lends choices a 
weight they seldom have in games, and forces you to 
reconsider your notions of achievement: often, victory 
is just making it through the night. 

Pathologic has been a byword for harshness, of 
course, ever since the original game infected PCs in 
2005 (the reboot features a sparkling new English script 
and is rather easier on the eyes, but plays largely the 
same). As with Dark Souls, however, to speak of that 
challenge in the abstract is misleading. Surviving isn't 
just the means of playing out Pathologic 2's narrative but 
is itself a kind of surgery, of tracing the veins and 
arteries of a fascinating universe. Consider the quietly 
brilliant barter economy, and what it reveals about the 
townsfolk. Children often carry precious resources 
they're happy to trade for items that are otherwise 
worthless, such as handfuls of nuts: this makes them 
an asset early on, when you’re finding your feet. But 
children are also the town's hidden king-makers, alive 
to secrets and forces banished from the empirical realm 
of adulthood, and this comes across in the objects they 
value. In doing business with them, you'll see a little 
further, understand a little more, get a little closer to 
the light at the end of the tunnel. 

Grasping that distinction between challenge as mere 
obstacle, and challenge as a component of theme and 
intrigue, is the key to appreciating one of gaming's 
greatest, grimmest fairytales. ‘Unbearable’ is definitely 
one word for Pathologic 2, but that hides a few others: 
engulfing, ingenious, profound, invigorating. From 
a certain vantage point, and with enough food in B 
your belly, you might even call it astonishing. 


EXHAUSTION 


HEALTH 


ABOVE There are a couple of dozen named characters to save, each both an 
individual and an organ within the ailing, sleepless body that is the town 
itself. And your actions and choices will affect who lives and who dies 


ABOVE The game may seem dusty 
and featureless from afar but few 
games have such expressive (and 
melancholy) faces. In dialogue, 
they loom unsettlingly out of a 
backstage darkness. 

LEFT The Theatre hosts whimsical 
previews as to recent or upcoming 


events, narrated by the beaked 
figures who play the parts of 
deities, judges and demons in 
Pathologic 25 universe 


BELOW The disease spells doom 

for some, opportunity for others. 
Townsfolk don't take kindly to 
looters, but with enough protective 
clothing, you might forage in 
districts emptied out by the plague 


PLAY 


Post Script 


Nikolay Dybowski, founder, Ice-Pick Lodge 


he original Pathologic was Ice-Pick Lodge's first 

game, and for a time this summer there was 

concern that Pathologic 2 would be its last. 
Sluggish early sales forced the studio to lay off many 
staff and postpone the game's Bachelor and Changeling 
scenarios. Today, the outlook is a little rosier. Ice-Pick 
has a number of smaller projects under way, and believes 
it has found a direction for Pathologic 2's expansions 
that is both more economical and better suited to its 
strengths. Here, founder Nikolay Dybowski reflects on 


infection vectors, rogue architects and switching genres. 


What is the status of Ice-Pick Lodge right now? 
What projects are you working on? 

We've decided to take a break from the Pathologic 
universe — we've spent about nine years of our lives on 
it. Currently, we're working on two smaller games, [Ice- 
Pick Lodge managing director] Ayrat Zakirov's personal 
project Know By Heart and another game with the 
working title Franz. The latter one is an experimental 
game about toxic and codependent relationships. It 
will be more similar to Knock-Knock in terms of its 
atmosphere, rather than to Pathologic or The Void. And, 
of course, we will continue working on the Bachelor's 
and Changeling's scenarios. No matter how much we'd 
like to hide from them, they won't let us go. They want 
to be born and knock on your brainpans. 


Your goals for Pathologic 2 seem to have changed 
alot during development — for example, how exactly 
the disease spreads across the town. What were your 


grandest ambitions, and what do you most regret not 


being able to do? 

I deeply regret not being able to convey the sense of 
danger from the tactile contact through gameplay. The 
mechanics of how the plague would spread and evolve 
that we wanted to implement initially were more 
interesting. Any passing touch, any interaction, from 
engaging in dialogue to opening a door or consuming 
food, should've been dangerous for both the player and 
the town. I regret not being able to make the player feel 
afraid that they're an involuntary plague carrier — 
during the incubation period, the plague wasn't yet 
manifest, but it was already actively spreading 
throughout the town. 


What were your major starting inspirations for the 
town itself — its buildings, its people, its history? 
In terms of the visuals, that is a question for our 

art directors and artists — Eli Goren, Meethos and 
Anna Orlova. In general, we wanted to convey the 
feeling of 'outside-of-timeness; a place that could 
conceivably exist both 150 years ago and now, both 
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It's best for us 
to focus on our 
strong suits: 
atmosphere, 
narrative and 
[an overall] 
controlling idea 


7 


in rural Russia and somewhere in Europe. There are 
those strange little towns in Russia — it’s clear that 
some very unique and talented architects worked there 
at the turn of the 19th and 2oth centuries, not being 
able to find a place for their ambitions and quirks in 
Moscow or Saint Petersburg. 


What needs to happen before you can add the 
Changeling and Bachelor scenarios for Pathologic 2, 
and can you give us a sense of how you plan to alter 
those scenarios from the original game? 

Surprise news — we’ve decided that we want to do 
Bachelor and Changeling in different genres. Their 
playthroughs will take less time, longer than our 
Marble Nest expansion but less time than a Haruspex 
playthrough, and the gameplay will be different. 

There are several reasons for this decision. 

Firstly, we [have to be mindful of] our capabilities. 
Making another open-world scenario with dozens of 
unique quests with a small team like ours would mean 
postponing release by another several years. In the 
mutually exclusive trio of ‘Fast — Cheap — Good} Ice- 
Pick Lodge usually sacrifices the first component. We 
also know that we’re not the best at certain gameplay 
elements, such as fighting and survival mechanics, and 
other components of a realistic simulation game. So it’s 
best for us to focus on our strong suits: atmosphere, 
narrative and [an overall] controlling idea. 

Secondly, we see more and more people enjoying 
short but eventful games, rather than long, epic 
adventures. If we can package the same gaming 
experience in two hours rather than 22, we should save 
our players the time and go with the first option. The 
era of gameplay hours being a selling point is almost 
over. There are too many interesting games coming out, 
and not enough free time to finish them all. 


Why do you think Pathologic 2 struggled to sell? 
Was it mostly to do with the difficulty? Is there 
anything you could have done differently in terms 
of promoting the game? 

In fact, the game has sold better than we thought it 
would shortly after launch. Yes, the sales weren’t 
explosive to begin with. During the summer, a lot of 
my acquaintances kept asking why even they didn’t 
know that the game had been released. But as more 
and more people learn about the game and word of 
mouth spreads, our sales are slowly growing. Perhaps 
this is a game that isn’t easy to sell using a publisher’s 
usual methods, and it’s not convenient for streamers 
due to the high volume of text. Most importantly for 
us, everyone who bought the game has praised it. We 
get almost no negativity. Ш 
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Phoenix Point 


rowing up in the shadow of a beloved older 

sibling is never easy. Phoenix Point has never 

been shy of the connection, though — its 
crowdfunded origins were propelled by the story of 
Julian Gollop, creator of the original 1994 X-COM, 
grabbing the opportunity to rework Firaxis’ modern 
reimagining in his own image. But even if it had tried to 
make a secret of its family tree, the resemblance would 
be hard to miss. This isn’t just a game in the same genre 
as XCOM; it would not exist without it. An offshoot 
of the same conceptual DNA, mutated like one of the 
amphibious post-humans who drive Phoenix Point’s plot. 

In brief: climate change continues, melting the polar 
ice caps, releasing an alien virus into the oceans. 
Humans who come into contact with the virus are 
compelled to finally follow that eternal online request 
and get in the sea. Beneath the waves, they are 
transformed into the kind of fishmen that would get HP 
Lovecraft all afroth. Et voila — baddies who aren’t quite 
the extraterrestrial invaders we’re used to in these 
games, but who serve functionally the same purpose. 
Meanwhile, you once again step into the role of leader 
of a covert military force, the only thing standing 
between this threat and the end of the world. 

This is how much of Phoenix Point feels, especially at 
first: familiar features, arranged in a slightly different 
way. There’s the shape of the whole thing — turn-based 
tactical skirmishes, each housed within a broader 
strategic geoscape — but also smaller, more uncanny 
likenesses. The VTOL aircraft touching down, delivering 
your troops to do battle in an industrial tangle of 
stairways and crumbling walls, the boundaries of their 
movements marked out with edges of blue and orange. 
Or that long, tension-building second after you instruct 
a soldier to fire, when the camera pulls in tight over 
their shoulder to reveal, in dramatic if occasionally 
wonkily animated fashion, whether the shot landed. 

In moments like these, you could almost believe 
someone had switched out the games while you were 
looking away. As you keep playing, though, you start to 
see past the resemblances and, like learning to tell twins 
apart, see all the things that give Phoenix Point a distinct 
personality. The tactics game might borrow a lot of the 
user-friendly presentation of XCOM, but there’s much 
more complexity beneath the surface, for good and ill. 


Each turn isn’t neatly bisected but broken down 
into tiny granular action points more akin to X-Com’s 
time units. It’s all hidden — rather neatly — behind that 
familiar language of coloured outlines where, as long as 
a unit stays within the blue, they can afford to fire their 
weapon, but every step and action eats up some fraction 
of their turn — and vitally, shooting a weapon doesn't 
automatically end the turn. It's much easier to undo a 
mistake, and turns can be chopped up into narrower 
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Developer/publisher Snapshot Games 
Format PC 
Release Out now 


Borrows a lot of 
the user-friendly 
presentation 

of XCOM, but 
there's much 
more complexity 
beneath this 
game's surface 


NEW MODEL ARMY 

Where modern XCOM presents 
you with the clear decisions of a 
good board game - it was, after 
all, prototyped in part using Risk 
pieces — Phoenix Point often 
feels more like you're playing 
with miniatures, or even just 
smashing toys together. Manual 
aiming has that feel of getting 
one eye down at table level, 
squinting to gauge distances, 
while its units have a toylike 
aesthetic: the chunky action- 
figure armour of your soldiers; 
vehicles that could be tie-ins to 
a forgotten Gerry Anderson 
series. And, honestly, toys are 
something it's good at. The first 
time you get your hands on a 
jetpack or a genetically-modified 
warrior or the Scarab APC, with 
its scenery-crushing tyres and 
rocket launchers, is like tearing 
a model out of its blister pack. 
Pure, unadulterated joy. 


slices — dashing a space or two out of cover, popping off 
a shot and then retreating or pushing onwards isn't only 
possible but a necessary strategy for survival. This is a 
small tweak, but one that results in a little more 
micromanagement, and a lot more flexibility. Which, if 
you're in the market for a single-sentence review of 
Phoenix Point versus XCOM, is the one we'd go with. 

It certainly applies to manual aiming, the tactical 
game's biggest point of divergence. Rather than simply 
choosing a target, looking at the percentage chance and 
letting the dice fall where they may (or save-scumming 
until they fall the way you'd prefer), attacks in Phoenix 
Point use a shooter-style reticule. Your target is overlaid 
with two concentric circles: all shots are guaranteed to 
land within the outer ring, while only half will hit the 
bullseye. Better yet, you can roll the mouse wheel 
forward to zoom and aim manually, choosing between 
the safe shot at central body mass or taking a gamble to 
try and eliminate a pesky weapon, making bullet- 
sponge enemies a more interesting challenge. 

Though fiddly at first — and hampered by the game 
sometimes misjudging the aiming preview, inexplicably 
blocking your view or sending bullets thudding into a 
previously unseen obstacle or even ally — this is a great 
idea which puts added emphasis on distance and 
weapon type. The targeting circles on a shotgun almost 
fill the screen, making it useless at anything but point- 
blank range, while a sniper rifle's are so tight you can 
pick off your choice of limb from across the level. As a 
result, distance becomes almost as important as cover. 
Put a bit of space between your units and the enemy, 
and they don't need to stick religiously to waist-high 
walls and conveniently abandoned cars — which is 
fortunate, because the manual nature and occasional 
jank of aiming means cover is rarely a guaranteed thing. 

Outside of battle, Phoenix Point once again trades the 
simplicity of XCOM’s strategy layer for something more 
granular. Character customisation is less linear here, 
letting you pick which stats to boost and offering 
randomised upgrades that can create hybrid classes, but 
levelling up lacks real impact. The Geoscape fares better, 
a globe dotted with procedurally generated points of 
interest which you can jet between as research and 
manufacturing bars tick along and three AI factions head 
towards war with one another. You'll gather bases and 
aircraft, increasing productivity while setting up the 
problem of how to best split your troops and attention. 

It's hardly the deepest strategy game around, but it 
effectively sets up the loop these games revel in, one 
thing feeding into another so you can never quite find 
the right moment to put it down. Once that rhythm 
kicks in — and it does take a little while — Phoenix Point 
will greedily monopolise your attention, until any 
notion of sibling rivalry or (X-)comparison fades El 
away, and you're just left with the game itself. 


ABOVE The Cronenbergian designs 
of your foes serve a mechanical 
purpose - swellings of flesh and 
chitin tend to be the source of 
special abilities, which you can 
disable by shooting them off. 
RIGHT As much as Phoenix Point's 
manual aiming allows for surgical 
precision with each attack, 
sometimes all you really need 

is a nice big explosion 


BELOW You start with a single 
Manticore jet, capable of ferrying 
half a dozen soldiers across the 
globe, but you can build more - or 
simply steal some faction-specific 
aircraft from their bases 


OBJECTIVES 


BYES 
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ABOVE You'll occasionally be presented with dialogue choices, thinly 
masked opportunities to side with or against a particular faction. Cautious 
centrism is possible, but it's as ineffective and unsatisfying as in real life 


PLAY 


Life Is Strange 2 


e may have bid farewell to Arcadia Bay — and, 

for that matter, to Max and Chloe. But the 

opening episode of Dontnod’s sequel puts 
us on familiar ground. Phoenix’s Lisztomania, one of a 
miserly selection of contemporary pop songs, gets us off 
to the best possible start. Then we’re into a conversation 
between two teenagers about sex, drugs and pop culture 
that is somehow clumsy and perceptive all at once. The 
world, as before, appears to be locked in a perpetual late- 
afternoon glow. All the major players are introduced, 
before we get our pivotal tragedy, and the sudden 
awakening of latent supernatural powers. But from then 
on, until an unexpected late-game cameo, Life Is Strange 2 
walks a very different path to its predecessor. 

That in itself is no bad thing. For all that players grew 
attached to Life Is Strange’s central pair and its setting, 

а clean break is a smart choice — not least with the first 
game's canonical ending providing a rare sense of 
finality in a genre usually keen to keep its options open. 
And yet the tale of Latino-American brothers Sean and 
Daniel Diaz never lives up to its promising opening. In 
exploring the immigrant experience in Trump's America 
(the first episode is set just before the 2016 presidential 
election) it's a story that is timely, resonant and 
sometimes powerful, and it certainly isn't shy about 

its politics. For that, the French developer deserves 
credit. But telling a story with courage is not the 

same as telling one with conviction. 

Its biggest problem is that, after a confident start, the 
writers don't seem to know exactly where the story is 
going. That is, at least, in keeping with the experience of 
the Diaz brothers, who find themselves on the lam after 
an explosive altercation involving a hostile police officer 
leaves them as America's most wanted. Sean is a socially 
awkward 16-year-old thrust into the role of guardian to 
brother Daniel, a bratty nine-year-old with telekinetic 
powers. The road trip that follows is episodic in every 
sense. In each three-hour instalment, we're introduced 
to a new setting and a new cast of side characters before 
the two are forced to move on as their journey takes 
them closer to the Mexican border and their ultimate 
destination: their father's home town of Puerto Lobos. 


This whistle-stop tour of America's west coast 
has its moments, not least the colour and variety of its 
settings: from the boys' home in downtown Seattle to 
their grandparents' place during a cold Oregon winter, 
through a hippie commune among California's forests 
and a tiny secluded community making art from junk in 
the Arizona desert. As in the first game, there are plenty 
of opportunities to stop, sit and take in the beautiful 
scenery. Where Max used these moments to take stock, 
or occasionally indulge in a bit of photography, Sean, an 
artist, gets the chance to observe his surroundings and 
sketch them. You use the right stick to look up, hold a 
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Its biggest 
problem is that, 
after a confident 
start, the writers 
don't seem to 
know exactly 
where the 

story is going 


HEY, LYLA 

One of the biggest 
disappointments of Life Is 
Strange 2 is its handling of 
Sean's best friend Lyla. The two 
enjoy a warm rapport in an 
entertaining opening scene 
which seems to establish her as 
a major character. After the 
brothers escape, meanwhile, we 
get a moving glimpse of the kind 
of incidental storytelling that 
has become one of Dontnod's 
strengths: Sean finds a barrage 
of anxious texts from his friend, 
desperate to discover his 
whereabouts. But don't get 

too attached: beyond a pair of 
optional conversations (one of 
which is arguably the emotional 
high point of the series) poor 
Lyla is unceremoniously ditched. 
Though - minor spoilers — if 
you do take the time to contact 
her, your efforts may eventually 
be rewarded. 


face button to focus and then put pencil to paper by 
waggling the left stick. Pause a while longer and he'll 
add more details, and even a fantastical flourish or two. 

These provide a more lasting memento of your trek 
than most other interactions. With a few exceptions, we 
don't spend long enough with the other characters to 
get attached to them, with most only existing to either be 
nice or nasty to Sean and Daniel. Such thinly sketched 
support places more of the drama on the shoulders of 
the brothers, and it's not long until it becomes a burden. 
There's an authentic blend of affection and antagonism 
in their relationship, though Daniel's mood veers 
between sweet and obnoxious a little too often. As if 
aware of this, Dontnod keeps finding ways to separate 
the two, centring Sean's experience at the cost of what 
would appear to be its prevailing theme. As it asks us 
what kind of guardian we'd be, and what lessons we'd 
like to pass on, it only reminds us that this idea was 
explored more effectively in The Walking Dead's final 
season. Here, it's not clear until the final episode what 
your choices are even building towards. 

It also struggles to make effective mechanical or 
narrative use of Daniel's telekinesis. Where Max's 
temporal powers made sense for a character obsessed 
with preserving moments in time while yearning to 
change the past, it's hard to divine what exactly the 
boy's powers are supposed to represent. They're most 
often used as a convenient way to up the dramatic stakes: 
Daniel's abilities either get the brothers into trouble 
and/or magically get them out of it. And if the scenarios 
are contrived, the dialogue rarely picks up the slack. Too 
often, it sounds like the script didn't get beyond a first 
draft: during one late-game exchange, a border cop tells 
Sean, “You’re facing a shitload of years between bars.” 

Still, if the words don’t always convince, Dontnod 
has some success in evoking the difficulties facing 
oppressed minorities in the US. An early encounter with 
a hostile convenience store owner sets the tone, but it’s 
a confrontation in the Nevada desert that hits hardest, 
as a frightened Sean is accosted by two racist locals and 
we’re forced to decide whether to remain defiant in the 
face of horrendous provocation or to give in to their 
humiliating demands. There’s little nuance in its 
depictions of prejudice — the bigotry the brothers face 
always comes from cartoonishly bad people — but in 
the moment it’s hard not to feel shaken and sobered. 

Alas, moments like these are too few and far between. 
This is an ambitious and well-meaning game that 
does wonders for representation in a medium that 
undoubtedly needs more stories about people of colour; 
that some will play this and feel seen makes this a 
worthwhile endeavour alone. It doesn’t, however, excuse 
its failings. Its heart is in the right place, but its feet are 
not — and when youw’re walking a new path, that's H 
always going to be a problem. 


This minigame in the third 
episode has you trimming buds on 
a cannabis farm. Trying to focus 
on the job while following the 
conversation isn't easy. 

The final chapter makes a big 
play of your departure from this 
Arizonan enclave, though given the 
bulk of the brothers' time there 
takes place between episodes it's 
hardly worth taking the time to say 
your individual goodbyes. 

Busker Cassidy is one of 
two potential romance options for 
Sean. An optional sex scene is a 
surprising mid-game highlight: 
it's tasteful, tender and awkward 
for all the right reasons 


This is certainly a prettier game than its predecessor. The character 
models and animation are a marked improvement over those of the 
first game - and the lighting is frequently gorgeous 
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ou can tell Keita Takahashi has had kids. Katamari 

Damacy cast you as a child working to please a 

particularly strict parent; in Wattam, you’re the 
one playing the role of cosmic guardian. The fractured 
world, floating somewhere in the atmosphere, is 
populated by all manner of strange anthropomorphic 
entities — rocks, fruit, piles of faeces, toys, telephones, 
facial features — all of whom delight in running around 
at top speed, giggling, climbing all over each other and 
making each other cry. Our job is to manage the chaos. 
And, as we loosen a desk fan’s grip from the head of a 
squid so that we can bloody well get on with whatever 
we’re meant to be doing, we can’t help but think: 
they’re cute, but they ain’t half hard work sometimes. 

Wattam isn’t so numerously populated from the off. 
Following a cataclysmic event that has shattered Earth 
and scared off all its inhabitants, the story begins with 
us playing as the only remaining being — the cube- 
shaped, emerald-hued, bowler-hatted, moustachioed 
Mayor. Desperately lonely, he plods about under our 
control (indicated by a red arrow pointing at him) until 
we run into a pebble, which promptly demands we play 
a game of tag. We’re shown we can take control of 
characters other than the Mayor: flicking the right 
stick in the direction of the pebble lets us possess it, 
and run after our now Al-controlled green friend. 

Soon, our amnesiac Mayor remembers something 
from the beforetimes: a bomb under his hat, which can 
be detonated with the press of a button. This being a 
Keita Takahashi game, the bomb does not rip people 
apart, but brings them together. We and our new pals go 
flying off in streams of confetti and colourful smoke, 
laughing uproariously — and the noise attracts new 
entities of all shapes and sizes, who are announced with 
proclamations such as “Welcome back, nose!” Taking 
control of them, we can use their abilities to bring back 
even more friends. The nose can sniff scents that 
encourage flowers to pop out of the ground; a tree can 
turn things into fruit, which can then be eaten by a 
mouth, which produces excrement that, naturally, wills 
a toilet into being. 

On it goes. We are taught to hold hands with other 
characters, elasticky physics making it a joy to move 
about, and to climb other characters and stack them on 
top of one another. But the real progression comes when 
new platforms turn up to check out the commotion 
(yes, they too have faces, and are also playable), which 
allow us to access each of the four seasonal hubs in 
turn, from spring through to winter. Each season has a 
handful of varied puzzle-objectives to complete, and so 
Wattam becomes, in the very best sense, an anarchic 
fetch quest played by Takahashi’s whimsical rules 
(which are always explained with surprising clarity by 
hand-drawn animations, Wattam’s version of Simlish 
gobbledegook, and punny titles — the latter two in 
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It becomes, 

in the very 
best sense, an 
anarchic fetch 
quest played 
by Takahashi's 


whimsical rules 


CATALOGUE SHOPPING 
Introduced far too late in the 
game, the inventory of all the 
things you've brought back to 
Earth's orbit is classic Takahashi, 
and not to be missed. Each item 
gets its own little description 
announcing its name, birthday, 
blood type, and an 'About' 
section that matches Katamari's 
item descriptions for comedic 
flair. Each starts with the phrase 
"The original embodiment of" — 
further feeding our pet theory 
that perhaps Wattam is some 
kind of representation of the Big 
Bang - and descends into chaos 
from there. There's a musing on 
white flowers being the origin 
of grey hairs, and Sonya the 
Sun's homage ends with: "The 
much later appearance of 
sunblock will, for the sun, be 
quite a sad moment, where it 
realises it may not have been 
loved by everybody after all." 


which we can feel the influence of the rest of the team 
at Funomena). When a palm tree decides it wants to be 
a lighthouse, for example, we must hunt down a suitable 
lamp — which we find an octopus bath toy sporting as a 
fetching hat — and haul it to the top of the tree. Then, 
we possess the sun to sink it below the horizon, letting 
the brand-new 'structure' shine its light, calling a large 
yacht platform back from the abyss. 


Needless to say, we've never played a game quite 
like it (well, if you pushed us, perhaps we'd liken it to a 
more objective-focused Everything, or Driver: San 
Francisco with feelings). But much effort has gone into 
translating its surreal jokes into puzzles logical enough 
to avoid frustration. The flexibility with which we can 
explore its puzzle-sandbox, too, is pleasing: we can hit 
a button to bring up a catalogue of everything we've 
“welcomed back”, hover over an item to see whatever 
mischief it's currently getting into, cede control, and 
steer it to our purpose. More often, we feel encouraged 
to noodle about amid the fray, pointing our arrow from 
notebook to beach ball to bottle cap, dragging along 

a rowdy pinecone we need to plant, or exploding 
everybody simply to hear them squeal with delight. 

But there's plenty that gets in the way of playtime. 
Wattam has clearly been a challenge to execute. When 
you've got countless AI-powered entities charging 
about, there's bound to be trouble: a puzzle solution in 
our first playthrough is triggered accidentally by a rogue 
onion before we can find it for ourselves, and would 
have left us confused, had we not played this section in 
a demo. Unwieldy controls and cameras are perhaps to 
be expected from a Takahashi game by now, but the 
inelegance of the arrow selection is irritating before 
we're told, very late on, about that catalogue selection 
function. Meanwhile, the constant pandemonium 
means characters regularly obscure cutscene details. 
And then there are the bugs, no doubt a result of the 
complex physics system — characters getting stuck in 
floors, or suddenly pinging off into space, and plenty of 
slowdown as the game struggles to bear its own weight. 

Still, it's fitting for a game that's a kind of bizarre 
soap opera about responsibility — for our family, for our 
fellow man (or refrigerator, or eyeball, or nigiri sushi) 
and for our planet. If we know Takahashi, he wouldn't 
want us to think too deeply about it: indeed, any 
message here feels deliberately scrambled, which, while 
mildly unsatisfying, allows us the pleasure of unpicking 
one of the most creative minds in videogames for 
ourselves. But Wattam very much feels like the joint 
effort of Takahashi and Funomena, who have come 
together to bring us a colourful manifesto on the 
unifying power of play — and remind us that, no matter 
the hassle, some joyful chaos is sometimes 
exactly what's been missing from our lives. 


ABOVE Some characters, such as Sonya here, appear to retain their names 
over subsequent playthroughs. But on our second play, we notice other 
items’ names change: Natalie the phone becomes Matthew, for instance 


TOP The local co-op mode is a 
wonderful thing, letting another 
player join your game with an 
arrow of their own. We find it 
enjoyable to sherpa another player 
through the chaos, and some 
objectives are easier with two. 
MAIN It would perhaps be a stretch 
to call “ducky floaty” a Hitman 
reference — but there are homages 
to games, including Zelda and what 
we're pretty sure is LA Noire. 

LEFT Special mention must go to 
the soundtrack, which while not 
quite as iconic as Katamari's, is 
utterly gorgeous - a blend of 

soft jazz, vocal harmonies, horns, 
strings and bright classical piano 


PLAY 


A Plague Tale: Innocence 


air play to Asobo Studio, and fair warning: this 

medieval melange of stealth, horror and action- 

adventure does not pull its punches. Its opening 
introduces you to a family of French nobles in 14th 
century Aquitaine, in the kind of idyllic scene you 
immediately know is about to go horribly wrong. But 
just how wrong — and how horribly — is really quite 
startling. The family’s delightful pet dog is gruesomely 
despatched. Then, just to prove it’s not messing around, 
Asobo apparently orphans its two young protagonists, 
Amicia de Rune and her younger brother Hugo. The boy, 
to compound matters, is suffering from a curious 
ailment that's significant enough to have the English 
army pursuing the pair. Still, at least things can't get 
any worse, right? Oh, but they can, and they do. 

It's an impressively pitiless start, and yet A Plague 
Tale: Innocence is much more than a grimdark wallow in 
blood, mud and piles of corpses. That suffix is key: this 
may be a story about the loss of innocence, but there's a 
sincerity to the relationship between the two siblings 
that becomes a beacon in the gloom. Their time apart 
gives them the opportunity to learn about one another 
as they learn how to negotiate this dangerous, diseased 
world. And though Amicia’s repeated cries of “Don’t 
look!" seem comically pointless with death and decay in 
every direction, her concern for her brother feels 
affectingly genuine; likewise, the way Hugo delicately 
places flowers he finds in his sister's hair. With 
sensitive voice work (and apparent script input) from 
young actors Charlotte McBurney and Logan Hannan, 
the two sound authentically childlike, rather than adults 
in young bodies. Their rapport is warm and credible, 
and we quickly find ourselves invested in their journey. 

The secret behind Hugo's worsening illness is one of 
several small mysteries that exert a gentle narrative pull. 
Meanwhile, the environments draw you in, even when 
you can't hear the clank of steel boots at your heels. 
Typically, it follows a rote thirdperson action-adventure 
template, showing you a landmark and challenging you 
to make your way there; this usually involves a route 
past enemies and hazards, each area functioning as an 
environmental puzzle of sorts. Though you'll mostly 
stick to a linear path, these are persuasively realised, 
handsomely lit places — and even when you revisit 
familiar haunts, Asobo finds ways to vary its palette. In 
one stage, you creep through an enemy camp in broad 
daylight; another has you sneaking through a town after 
dark. T'here's a torchlit trek through a large castle, and 
a return to the de Rune estate in gentle snowfall. 

Naturally, you need to stay hidden when the soldiers 
show up, though these are not exactly England's best 
and brightest: they're short-sighted, follow predictable 
patrol routes and even on full alert they don't spend 
long searching for you before giving up. Yet Amicia 
always feels vulnerable. If she's caught it's usually a 
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Amicia's 
repeated cries 
of "Don't look!" 
seem comically 
pointless with 
death and 
decay in every 
direction 


SULPHUR THE 
CONSEQUENCES 
Workbenches are easily the 
most incongruous element in 
an otherwise believable world, 
but even the crafting here is 
tolerable. From saltpetre to 
sulphur, leather to fabric, you'll 
find various ingredients lying 
around or tucked away in chests 
as you explore, and there are 
crucial decisions to be made in 
how you use them. At first, 
you'll want to widen your 
pockets so you can carry more, 
and make Amicia's sling more 
efficient. But should you cook 
up some Odoris, a kind of stink 
bomb to temporarily draw rats, 
or save up for the more 
expensive Somnum that lets you 
sneak up behind even armoured 
guards and silently put them to 
sleep? Eventually, you'll gain the 
ability to craft on the fly, and to 
fire two rocks before reloading. 


one-hit kill unless you've prepared a last-resort item 
which functions like Resident Evil's grenades and knives. 
Otherwise, you can use Amicia's sling, or any nearby 
pots, to distract them long enough to slip by unnoticed. 
She can kill a man with a single rock, as long as they're 
not wearing a helmet. And if they are, a corrosive 
compound can force them to remove it, leaving them 
wide open for the subsequent headshot. Inevitably, 
there's risk involved when several guards are present, 
not least given the nerve-wracking delay in loading and 
aiming the sling. Generous checkpoints mean death is 
no real hardship, but the suspense remains. It's partly 
down to the score — composer Olivier Deriviére’s 
chilling string-laden themes glide between slow, doom- 
laden anticipation and jittery horror-movie tension, 
while thudding percussion arrives in a feverish 
crescendo when you're in danger — but mainly you'll 
want to avoid being caught simply because you care. 

It makes for stealth that feels fraught but always fair. 
If at times it seems overly ordered, Asobo has an extra 
ingredient up its sleeve to add a little chaos. Rats 
occasionally swarm forth from the ground in their 
thousands, crawling all over one another, their eyes 
flashing red. They're a shiveringly unpleasant sight, and 
while wandering into a group means instant death, more 
often they're a danger to your pursuers as you use light 
to manipulate them to your own ends — or, rather, those 
of your enemies. This leads to some truly macabre 
moments: break an enemy's lantern with your sling and 
you'll hear him scream as the vermin scurry into his 
armour to eat him alive. There are plenty of deliciously 
nasty variations on this theme. If that sounds cruel, it 
feels like justice when you stumble across evidence of 
the army's terrible handiwork: piles of infected animals 
and townsfolk, all mercilessly slaughtered. 


Grisly stuff, then, yet there are always glimmers 
of light in the darkness. Sometimes you supply them: a 
range of alchemical projectiles let you light braziers and 
even conjure flames from nothing. And sometimes that 
warmth comes from others. You run into a succession 
of NPCs who become friends, from trainee alchemist 
Lucas to burly blacksmith Rodric and nimble thief 
Melie. Sure, this is the kind of game where you'll boost 
one up a high wall, and ask another to pull a lever to lift 
a bookcase while you manoeuvre a crate from beneath 
it. But sharp writing makes them good company. 

Yes, we could gripe about its mechanical simplicity. 
But between its script, score and swarms, Asobo has 
made a little spread a long way. And at a time when so 
many singleplayer games feel like all-you-can-eat 
buffets, how refreshing to get a satisfying fill within 12 
hours. It's unlikely Innocence will lead to an epidemic of 
similarly snappy games, but we'd love this El 
particular contagion to catch on. 


RIGHT In small clusters, the rats’ 
stiff tails mean they occasionally 
resemble some kind of vibrating 
alien urchin, but the larger swarms 
are effectively realised as a 
genuinely imposing threat. A 

less predictable one, too – and 
certainly trickier to keep busy 
than the dim-witted guards. 
BELOW Amicia is often horrified by 
the lengths to which she must go 
to keep Hugo safe. Here, she uses 
pig food to lure a poor swine into 
place, where it will soon become a 
tasty distraction for the rats. 
MAIN While the supernatural 
elements come to the fore in the 
final third, the grim realities of 
the plague and the awful impact 
of the invading English help to 
keep the story grounded 


ABOVE When you're seemingly out of options, it pays to study the 
environment for potential solutions to your problems. Even a heavily 
armoured guard is no match for a falling iron chandelier 
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PLAY 


Tangle Tower 


ne of the joys of Tangle Tower — and there are 

many in this vibrant point-and-click murder 

mystery — is seeing just how much love its 
developers have for the whodunnit. The nods are subtle, 
but visible: the way new areas are introduced by name 
with the clicking of typewriter keys, 4 la Ace Attorney; 
the visual presentation of Professor Layton-esque puzzle 
curios; the lively, flickering animations of its cast of 
characters recalling Hotel Dusk. 

SFB Games understands that Ace Attorney and its ilk 
— all of which have design flaws aplenty — are enjoyed 
because of the worlds they weave, and has applied this 
understanding liberally to its Detective Grimoire followup. 
A fanciful premise piques curiosity: Freya Fellow is 
found stabbed next to a painting, the subject of which is 
holding a knife tipped with her blood. As a painting can’t 
commit murder, it’s up to you to uncover the truth. 
Doing so has you poking around in every glorious 

nook and cranny of the eponymous locale for clues, and 
questioning suspects. It is all sumptuously done. Credit 
must go to Catherine Unger, whose environments lend 
whimsy to proceedings, from the glow of a pufferfish 
lampshade to the many-lensed scientific contraptions 
that invite prods. The idiosyncrasies of her characters, 


Tiana Camacho is brilliant as the voice of the suitably flighty Penny Pointer. 
One of Tangle Tower's many small quality-of-life additions to the genre is 
visible here: a Play button that has dialogue run automatically 


on 


Penny 


KOT 


Developer/publisher SFB Games 
Format iOS (tested), PC, Switch 
Release Out now 


SPECIAL DELIVERY 

A fully voice-acted game is not 
always a good idea - Tangle 
Tower's Apple Arcade relative 
Assemble With Care might have 
snagged a point more from us 
simply by putting a lid on it. 
Fortunately, Tangle Tower's 
casting is sublimely done. Edwyn 
Tiong returns to bring silky, 
slightly goofy vocals to Grimoire, 
while Amber Lee Connors of 
Borderlands 3 fame plays the 
sardonic Sally — and Psycho 
Mantis himself, Doug Stone, 
does a standout job of bringing 
Felix Fellow's blustering to life. 


IT 


Twenty-something, Aquarius, 


love to travel - and nearly all 


of my friends... 
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too, sear themselves into the memory. Avian enthusiast 
Penny Pointer's movements in flowing sleeves evoke 
birds' wings, while rival gumshoe Hawkshaw's defensive 
neck-crick and narrowing eyes are suitably intimidating. 

A chibi overworld affords a welcome degree of 
freedom as to where, and what, you investigate next — 
likewise, the process of pumping witnesses for facts. 
Where other whodunnits ask players to simply present 
the correct piece of evidence, Tangle Tower encourages 
deduction through a system where you snap a theory 
together by selecting evidential statements. Without a 
fail state, it doesn't do enough to stop the brute-force 
approach, but feels like an improvement nonetheless. 
As do the puzzles, which although not as challenging as 
Layton's brainteasers feel far less incongruous, linked 
directly to the object you've just interacted with. 

Sharp, funny writing is elevated by superb voice 
acting, and unique dialogue for every item and the 
character to whom it's presented ensures we spend a 
good few evenings soaking it all in. And while the story 
can't quite top Ace Attorney's creative turnabouts, and 
the puzzles won't be troubling the Professor any time 
soon, this is a fantastic halfway house — or, rather, 
tower — that we are loath to leave once the mystery's 
untangled. We imagine SFB Games feels similarly: given 
its obvious love for these kinds of games, we can El 
only hope we'll see the detective again in future. 


DOWNLOAD THE EDGE 
APP AND GET YOUR 
FIRST ISSUE FREE 
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e will never be convinced that the Fast Racing 

series is anything more than a pound-shop 

F-Zero, embraced by an audience too easily 
dazzled by visual flash to notice they’re driving an 
vastly inferior model. Still, credit to the former 
demosceners at Shin’en Multimedia for wringing every 
watt of horsepower from Nintendo hardware. Combining 
retro-style voxel art with modern lighting and weather 
effects, The Touryst isn’t far off how you’d imagine a 3D 
Octopath Traveler might look. But the more immediate 
comparison is the toy-town aesthetic of Link’s 
Awakening — albeit with a more effective use of shallow 
focus and no distracting framerate drops. In visual 
terms at least, Shin’en has outdone Nintendo itself. 

Technical brilliance tends to be where the praise 

begins and ends for the German studio. But The Touryst 
is comfortably its best new game since 2010 puzzler Art 
Of Balance. It is, in essence, an activity holiday on a 
picturesque archipelago. Sure, there’s a story of sorts, 
involving ancient monuments, a spot of artefact 
collecting and some gentle, fairly conventional 
dungeoneering. Yet just as often you’ll find yourself 
sidetracked by a wide variety of entertaining asides 
across the game’s eight islands. You surf, dive for 


There's quite a bit of toing and froing between islands, though the 
transitions are almost seamless. Between zooming off into the distance 
and pulling up to the pier, Shin'en cuts to black for no more than a second 


The Touryst 


Developer/publisher 
Shin'en Multimedia 


Format Switch 
Release Out now 


Not everyone is a fan of the 
protagonist's loud beach shirt, 
though around the mid-way 
point you'll be able to change 
your clobber at a boutique 
store. Most outfits correspond 
to a sidequest: you'll need a suit 
to gain entry to a jazz club, 
wherein you'll play matchmaker 
for a shy couple, while a 
football shirt is required for a 
motion-controlled goalscoring 
challenge. Our hero isn't shy 
about undressing in the open, 
though a pixellation effect 
preserves his modesty. 


treasure and race drones. You go spelunking for 
diamonds and engage in a spot of photography. You 
even visit a local arcade and try to beat a boastful 
fellow's high scores in old-school versions of past 
Shin'en games; the Fast Racing demake, we're pleased 
to report, is the shortest and easiest of the lot. 

Playful and peaceful, its Aegean- to Fijian-inspired 
islets are a pleasure to exist in, each hiding enough 
secrets that you'll want to explore them from shore to 
voxelated shore. The fun doesn't end when it's time to 
take a break from sunning yourself, or from dancing 
among the revellers at a sunset beach party. Though the 
puzzles are mostly nuts-and-bolts fare, the decision to 
forgo combat has forced Shin'en to concoct some 
unusual end-of-dungeon encounters, only one of which 
becomes too fiddly for its own good. Your blood 
pressure may spike again during one poor platforming 
sequence which asks you to leap across a series of 
spherical platforms suspended in darkness, their 
position in 3D space almost impossible to determine 
without careful adjustment of the camera between jumps. 

An endgame sting hints at a follow up, though it's 
more shameless sequel bait than a satisfying wrap-up in 
its own right. But in the middle of winter this easygoing 
adventure otherwise makes for an entertaining getaway. 
No Shin'en game plays as good as it looks; this 


one, however, comes closer than most. 
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ne word of advice: maybe close the curtains 
before giving Pistol Whip a spin. And while 
we're at it, we also suggest you do a proper 
warm-up before you reach for your holster. Pistol Whip 
is quite the workout, not only in its rhythmic intensity 
but in the strange shapes you make while playing it, 
contorting madly to dodge enemy bullets that, once 
you allow them to start, won't stop coming. You will 
sweat, you will pull muscles and, to the outside 
Observer, you will look quite ridiculous. Hence the 
bit about the curtains. Our postman's been looking 
at us funny ever since he caught us playing it. 

In simple terms, Pistol Whip is a sort of cross 
between Superhot and Beat Saber. You travel as if on 
rails through linear levels filled with baddies who 
spawn in time with a crunchily generic EDM 
soundtrack. Deliciously generous aim assist ratchets 
up the John Wick power fantasy, and reloading is as 
simple as aiming your weapon at the floor. Incoming 
bullets travel slowly, and have a thick trail to ensure 
you don't miss them; if an enemy goon is aiming at 
you from out of sight, a large red signal appears 
alerting you to where the threat is coming from. Some 
enemies wear shields, and require multiple hits to put 


The visual style is sparse and airy, and just about every item of scenery in 
the game is there for a purpose. In addition to dodging incoming ordnance, 
you'll have to duck and weave around pillars and other level furniture 


Pistol Whip 


Developer/publisher 
Cloudhead Games 

Format Index, Quest (tested), 
Rift, Vive 

Release Out now 


The barebones presentation 
drops you in an abandoned film 
lot, with each level a movie- 
poster-style target. To your 
right, a billboard shows each 
stage's global leaderboard, and 
if you're to trouble it you'll need 
to fiddle around in the Modifiers 
menu, which offers tweaks that 
impact your final score. Infinite 
ammo means no reloading, and 
a percentage reduction; Deadeye 
removes the aim assist and so 
increases your total. Dual Wield 
carries a severe penalty, but is 
such fun we struggle to care. 


down. They frequently spawn close to you, and can be 
dispatched in a single hit with a titular melee bash. 
That is pretty much it, though of course it is 
only the start. Your weapon is as much a musical 
instrument as it is one of death, with gunshots and 
pistol whips adding effects to the techno backing 
track. The scoring system rewards shots that are timed 
to the kickdrum, and tracks the music such that so 
quick double-taps on shielded enemies mean both 
shots will earn maximum score. The level design is 
marvellous, both in the way it teaches you where to 
expect enemies (suspicious floating platforms or 
suddenly appearing cubbyholes are, you quickly 
realise, pretty much guaranteed spawn points) and in 
the way spawn timings are matched to the soundtrack. 
It's delightful stuff in full flow, and while there's 
not much to it — just ten levels are available at launch, 
each lasting only a few minutes — there's significant 
replay value in committing level and spawn layouts to 
memory. This is essential if you're to succeed on the 
higher difficulties, where enemies show up at such 
a rate that, if you stop shooting in order to dodge 
a bullet, another half-dozen rounds will be on their 
way. It's a simple concept done well, and as is so 
often the case in VR, its minimalism is key to its 
magic. Just make sure you have a good stretch 
first; we're still paying for it. 
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124 EDGE 


ow long does 
a getaway sequence 
need to last before 
it turns into a 
running joke? Final 
Fantasy ХШ is 
very nearly the 
punchline, there. 
A misjudged bid to pump acid into the veins 
of a famously stately series, it starts with 
a boss fight on the roof of a train and keeps 
up that intensity for 20 hours straight. 
There's seldom a moment to breathe as 
your motley band of fugitives tumbles 
through the crevices of a mechanical world. 
The environments, ranging from airship 
hulls to the whipped-cream contours of 
a frozen lake, are grander than any previous 
Final Fantasy backdrop, but also far more 
disposable, quickly lost in the slipstream. 
There are hidden treasure orbs, some short- 
lived terrain puzzles and opportunities to 
flank enemies who are now visible in the 
field, but for the most part each area is 
a corridor, always shoving you onward. The 
interludes of previous FFs have been 
discarded. There's no overworld exploration 
to drain off the adrenaline after a tough 
dungeon, no cosy inns with a Moogle out 
back, just save points that provide access to 
shopping menus. The game doesn't even 
make you stop to level up — experience 


from battle can be spent at any time, and 


there never seems to be any time to spare. 


Much like the setting, the cast are 
a blur to begin with. Final Fantasy XIIT's haste, 
which in fairness is a nice change from the 
sleepy premise of the undiscovered world- 
saver doing chores in a backwater village, 
sees it dispensing with introductions and 
doing much of the crucial fleshing-out in 
flashbacks. It isn't that hard to understand 
what's happening — and there are chapter 
summaries in your datalog — but the 
script's restlessness makes it difficult to 
care. You feel like you're having the entire 
plot bellowed at you in a chaotic dressing 
room, five minutes before curtain-up. 

This is a world split between two 
warring parties, you gather: the quasi- 
American wilds of Pulse and the jealously 
defended hollow planetoid of Cocoon. There 
are gods, the Fal'Cie, who are partial to 
branding mortals with sigils that confer 


magical powers while lumping the victim 
with a Focus quest. Fail to complete your 
Focus in time, and you'll turn into a monster. 
Complete it, and you can look forward to 
a leisurely afterlife as a crystal statue. All 
the major cast members have these brands, 


and must tackle their Focus quests 
alongside personal issues and grievances. 
They must also stay ahead of Cocoon's 
security forces, who regard anything Fal'Cie 
or Pulse-touched as an abomination. 
The characters are abrasive at first 
glance, and certainly don't belong in any 
halls of fame, but they grow on you as the 
plot settles into its stride. Handsome lunk 
Snow — Troy Baker in full cheesecake mode 
— begins the tale a self-declared hero but 
gradually learns humility. Vanille is another 
of the genre's queasily sexualised infants, 
but her ditziness betrays a mountain of 
guilt. She's at her most charismatic when 
paired with weary blaxploitation dad Sazh, 
the only cast member who is likeable from 
the get-go. Puny Hope is an absolute bore 
initially, seething with stifled resentment 
toward Snow, but once he obtains a degree 
of closure he's surprisingly huggable. 
Really, though, it's all about the big 
sisters of the group — Fang, a staff-wielding 
Australian who exists to take everybody 
down a peg, and, of course, poster-girl 
Lightning, a gloomy warrior with the 
requisite over-designed sword. Lightning’s eee 
goal for much of the game is simply to 
rescue her sister, Serah, and if she 
experiences the occasional crisis of 
conscience, there’s nothing here on par with 
the legendary Tidus laughing scene in Final 
Fantasy X. She has the thousand-yard-stare 
and italicised hairdo of a Squall Leonhart 
but rather less of his sulkiness апа 
indecision. Stand in her way, and she’ll cut 
you off with a look or a fist to the face 
(Snow generally gets the worst of it). 
The characters coldness isn’t always 
engaging, but her steely demeanour more 
or less carries the plot through the early 
stages when Vanille and Hope, especially, 
are too much to bear. 
There’s a somewhat entertaining fantasy 
melodrama somewhere in Final Fantasy XIII, 
then, but it’s poorly served for being fired at 
you out of a Gatling gun. The unrelenting 
pace frequently borders on farce: one critical 
story branch occurs because Sazh is too > 


exhausted to keep running. The curious 
thing about Final Fantasy XIII, however, is 
that in other respects it is desperately 
sluggish. Partly, that’s because when every 
area is a violently decorated corridor, every 
beat a question of fight-or-flight, it’s hard 
to feel like you’re really going anywhere. But 
mainly, it’s because the game takes its sweet 
time teaching you about its deceptively 
mindless-looking battle system. 


Square Enix’s caution is easy to 
understand: this is one of the series’ riskiest 
departures, poised between the classic 
Active Time Battle formula, the if/then 
combat programming of Final Fantasy ХП 
and the balletic pub brawls of Final Fantasy 
XV. But the trepidation hurts the game 
during the opening third, as you contend 
with a system that seems hell-bent on taking 


WHEN EVERY AREA 


away everything you know. You only control 
one character at a time, with up to two allies 
attacking, casting spells апа healing 
automatically. You can pick your character’s 
moves, stacking them like MMO commands 
before your ATB bar fills, but given the 
speed of encounters, it’s more effective to 
let the (almost too-capable) autobattle AI 
choose targets and actions for you. 

The whole party’s abilities are, moreover, 
infuriatingly split between six ability suites, 
or Paradigms, which can be shuffled 
together to create various sets of roles. 
Where Final Fantasy XII saw you labouring 
to create Gambits equal to anything the 
game might throw at you, no single set of 
Paradigms will get you through every 
situation. If you want to heal, for example, 
you'll need to switch mid-encounter to a set 
such as Double Dose which includes healing 


Some enemies have limited 


fields of view, allowing you to 
ambush them and boost their 
Stagger bars at a battle's outset 


spells, which may mean that attack-oriented 
characters such as Sazh are left twiddling 
their thumbs. All this reflects battle system 
director Toshiro Tsuchida's desire to strip 
out distracting minutiae and channel the 
flamboyance of 
adaptation Final 


Annoying as it is to be 
limited to certain party 
compositions for so much of 
the plot, this does a good 
job of teaching you each 
character's strengths in 
different contexts 


infamous 2005 movie 

Fantasy VII: Advent 
Children. The inevitable consequence is 
that you often feel more like a spectator 
than a participant. 


IS A VIOLENTLY 
DECORATED CORRIDOR, 
FEEL LIKE YOU'RE GOING ANYWHERE 


IT'S HARD TO 


That feeling eventually  dissipates, 
however. The system opens up as you 
unlock the abilities each Paradigm contains, 
experiment with character combinations (by 
necessity — the campaign routinely splits 
people up, and doesn't let you choose your 
line-up until pretty late in) and fetch up 
against more challenging enemy breeds. One 
incentive to be calculating is the enemy's 
Stagger bar. Fill that bar and your foe will 
take huge damage for a moment or so, but 
you can only do this using abilities specific 
to the Ravager paradigm. Stacking Ravager 
attacks to unbalance enemies is accordingly 
the most efficient route to victory, and 
efficiency is Final Fantasy XIIIl's cardinal 
virtue. Enemies range from wyverns to 
robots — the social impasse between the 
game's worlds is pleasingly conveyed by the 
presence of tamed Pulse creatures on 


126 EDGE 


The score is the work of 
Masashi Hamauzu, known 
for succeeding Kenji Ito as 


composer for SaGa Frontier. 


He left the company after 
Final Fantasy XIII launched 


AMAA 
% | 


Cocoon — but your greatest foe is always 
the encounter clock, with ѕпарріег 
resolutions equalling more points to spend 
on potent (or at least eye-catching) Eidolon 
summons. Is it worth putting off healing 
a near-dead character in order to speed 
a staggered enemy’s demise? Should you 
waste seconds shielding and empowering 
your party at the outset, or go for broke? 


As the system's depths reveal 
themselves, the preconceptions created by 
previous Final Fantasy games begin to shift. 
You realise, on the one hand, that many of 
the old ATB system's best qualities are 
present and correct. Boss battles, for 
instance, still rest on knowing exactly when 
to oscillate from full assault to healing, 
buffing or debuffing, with last-ditch AOE 
attacks to worry about once the boss is on 
the ropes. On the other hand, you realise 


materials in search of 
the combinations that 
unlock a bonus on 

subsequent upgrades 


that much of what made previous FF games 
irritating has been elegantly minimised. 

You can set up the same match-winning 
plays without worrying about many of the 
details. The absence of micro-management 
makes repeated battles against the same 
enemy types less boring. Character health is 
restored between scraps, which means you 
spend less of the game in menus keeping ИЕ 
everybody upright. It’s a compromise, 
without doubt — Final Fantasy XIITs best 
battles can't match the finest moments of 
the Р51 games, where the universe may live 
or die on a single command. But it's 
a pleasure to witness those venerable core 
concepts buckle and diverge according to 
a wholly different understanding of what an 
encounter should be. 

Final Fantasy XIII attracted damning 
verdicts at release — Edge's 5 was hardly the 
exception — but Square Enix evidently felt 
it was onto something. The game has 
spawned two sequels, one a Final Fantasy 
spin on The Legend of Zelda: Majora's Mask, 
and Lightning has guest-starred in other 
games. She has also broken into the fashion 
industry, doing ‘photoshoots’ for Louis 
Vuitton. All of which is cause for rueful 
laughter, but Final Fantasy XIII isn’t the joke 
it may seem when you realise you're still 
reading tutorial windows 15 hours in. It’s 
fascinating to trace its eccentricities 
forward into Final Fantasy XV and, indeed, 
the forthcoming Final Fantasy VII remake, as 
this series continues its headlong flight 
from whoever and whatever it used to be. 
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